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Jayden’s Lightning McQueen

“Drawing is not just for children who can’t yet write fluently,
and creating pictures is not just part of rehearsal for real writing.
Images at any age are part of the serious business of making meaning—
partners with words for communicating our inner designs”
-Hubbard, 1989, p. 157.
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Abstract
This study explored the many layers involved in young children’s meaning-making as
they digitally compose. Utilizing a multimodal, social semiotics theoretical framework to
analyze children’s digital compositions using a composing app, this study was designed around
one research question: What is the nature of three and four-year-old children’s multimodal
meaning making while using a composing app? The qualitative study involved four focal
participants from a three- and four-year-old classroom, who attended an inquiry-based lab school
in the southeastern United States.
The data were collected over a period of eight weeks, where the children were invited to
tell their stories using a digital composing app on an iPad. Utilizing a naturalistic observational
approach, the composing events were video-recorded and transcribed, capturing both what
happened on and off the screen.
Utilizing a multimodal analysis, the findings revealed multiple layers in young children’s
compositional expression and exposed the importance of how compositions evolve. The
affordances of digital tools offered opportunity for children to build layers of meaning and for
those layers to be captured in ways not necessarily available before.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Young children use multiple communication forms (both on and off the physical or
digital page) to convey messages to others. Before young children create text through the
composition of words, sentences, and paragraphs, they begin composing in many other ways
(Dyson, 1986; Kress, 1997; Rowe, 1994; Siegel, 2006). Mills (2011) argues, “Young children
shift meanings across multiple modes long before they have mastered formal writing skills” (p.
56). Through speaking, “whooshing,” and even twirling, children utilize a variety of their
abilities to express their compositions. Through playful activity children engage their world as
they are guided by synaesthetic behaviors, involving all senses including visual, gestural, and
kinesthetic modes (Kress, 1997).
Being literate today, particularly in light of the pervasiveness of digital technologies in
the lives of young children, involves much more than decoding and encoding printed text. In
fact, the International Literacy Association (ILA, 2018) defines literacy as, “the ability to
identify, understand, interpret, create, compute, and communicate using visual, audible, and
digital materials across disciplines and in any context.” Although many classroom discourses and
reflecting policies continue to value print-centric philosophies, a multimodality perspective
acknowledges that communication involves using a variety of modes such as visual, gestural,
auditory, and even kinesthetic (Flewitt, 2012). Because young children use multiple modes to
commicate, it is necessary to consider a multimodal framework to more adequately describe their
composing practices. In this qualitative study, I explore young children’s multimodal composing
practices and the semiotic resources used in young children’s meaning making.
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A Multimodal, Social-Semiotic Framework
The early childhood field has long attended to the importance of recognizing the multiple
ways in which children communicate. The hundred languages of children metaphor (Rinaldi,
2004) provides a way of “seeing children in their brilliance and competence in constructing and
advancing their own understanding” (Cooper, 2012, p. 295). Early childhood philosophers and
educators such as Loris Malaguzzi and Vivian Paley have assisted in demonstrating the richness
of children’s expressions and various forms of meaning making. Malaguzzi has inspired an entire
way of thinking about children through the construction and vision of primary schools in Reggio
Emilia, Italy. Over many years, Paley has dedicated enormous time and attention to transcribing
children’s stories and then facilitating the acting out of the scenes contained within the story.
The term emergent literacy, inspired by Marie Clay (1966) and coined by Teale and
Sulzby (1986), began an era of exploring the richness of young children’s many ways of
communicating. Literacy researchers such as Dyson (1983, 1986) and Rowe (1994, 2003, 2010)
have long since revealed the connections made between children’s conversations and their
written messages (i.e., mark making).. Emergent literacy researchers recognized children were
engaged in literacy practices long before learning to read and write print (Dyson, 1983; Rowe,
1994). Although notions about emergent literacy revolved around oral language and print,
emergent literacy researchers also considered children’s meaning making beyond the page. They
brought attention to the ways children engage in literacy as social practice, that is, one that
develops and is recognized as situated among a particular group of people at a particular place
and time (Dyson 1989, 1993, 2002; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003; Wohlwend, 2008). Recognizing
literacy as situated in a particular time and place draws attention to the continual state of
transformation in response to the needs of the current climate and context (Merchant, 2013).

2

Building upon this, current understandings of early literacy recognize and value diverse ways of
communicating ideas and making meaning (Wolfe & Flewitt, 2010).
Recognizing literacy as social practice and the importance of multimodality in light of
21st century tools, researchers have shifted towards sociocultural and social semiotic perspectives
(Rowe, 2012), moving from individual and psychological to socially-situated frameworks (Åberg
et al., 2015). Those exploring literacy through a social semiotic framework (Kress, 1997; Kress
& Van Leeuwen, 2006; New London Group, 1996) have been interested in signs (forms and
meaning) and have understood signs to be created within a social context, for a specific purpose,
and out of the interest of the sign maker (Kress, 2010). Since social semiotic theory concerns
itself with communication, it is at its root, is social (Jewitt, 2012b). Social semiotics shifts the
focus to children’s intentional meaning making. Exploring children’s composing events with a
multimodal, social semiotic framework offers an opportunity to notice the multiple forms by
which children communicate along with the semiotic resources that support those forms of
communication. The multimodal, social semiotic frame used throughout this study highlights and
prioritizes children’s meaning making through all observable behaviors involved in their
compositions.
As multimodal researchers attempt to understand children’s composing practices
involving talk, drawing, and writing, they define the act of composing as a process of creating
meaning. Shifting focus from examining products, Dyson (1986; 1989) has studied the period of
time in which children are engaged in creating a journal entry, referring to this as a composing
event. Although for years literacy researchers have explored and documented the multimodal
nature of young children’s composing practices (Dyson, 1997; Harste, Woodward, & Burke,
1984; Coates, 2002); the additional affordances of the 21st century digital tools highlight the need
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to re-examine what it means to be literate (Rowe, 2012). Children’s talk and drawings once
considered only pre-literate signs (Hill, 2010) are now prioritized as a form of literacy in their
own right. In addition, multimodality as a framework extends literacy beyond print forms (Jewitt,
2013). To be literate meant to have the skills and abilities to utilize forms of communication
(both on and off the physical or digital page) to convey messages to others.
Digital technologies transform the very nature of children’s writing, moving from an
individual, paper-based work into a collaborative, digital work, where writing turns into multiple
forms of communication, even multiple literacies. In Rowe’s (2012) synthesis of how researchers
are investigating children’s compositions through the use of digital tools, she points out that the
results highlight children’s creation and use of images to not be just a prerequisite to literacy
(Hill, 2010) but to actually be recognized as its own form and function in literacy.
In this study, I intentionally explore young composers’ use of images and other meaning
making forms in-depth through the use of touch technology. Dyson (1986) defines a composing
event as “all behaviors involved in the production of one journal entry” (p. 386). She notes the
interrelationships of children’s drawing, talking, and dictations while children composed a story
using a composing event as her unit of analysis. More recently, Dyson (2010) has examined
copying in early childhood by again looking specifically at composing events and finding
children to draw a complementary relationship with each other. Drawing upon Dyson’s
(1986,1989, 2010) notion of a composing event, in this study I define a composing event as all
observable child behaviors (linguistic and non-linguistic alike) involved in the creation of a
multimodal composition. I utilize close observation to explore the process of young children’s
digital composing practices. At times, a composing event extends throughout the observation
period and at other times more than one composing event occurs during the observation. I use the
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term multimodal composition to designate what a child (or children) creates using an app. This
distinction is important because I focus on examining what happened during the process of
composing rather than on a product or products that results from the composing event.
Composing with Digital Technologies
With the 21st century in full swing, many early childhood educators are confronted with
teaching and learning by employing tools unavailable to them as young learners. In the same
manner, many young children are entering classrooms well-versed in digital communication
whether or not those forms are used in the classroom. Common Sense Media (2013) has reported
the significant jump of children using mobile media to watch, read, play, and create, from 38% to
72% in just two years’ time, and that was the status five years ago. Just last year, Common Sense
Media (2017) measured the amount of time children under the age of eight years spent on mobile
devices, and they found that 98% of homes have some type of mobile device and children were
spending triple the amount of time (ie., 48 minutes a day) on these devices as they did in 2013.
Similarly, the Erikson Institute (2016) has published a report on a national survey examining
young children’s (ages 0-6) use of technology. Out of 1,000 parents surveyed across the nation,
85% reported their children using digital tools such as tablets and more than half perceived these
tools as important for school readiness. With this enormous transformation of communicative
practices through the expansion of tools in such a short time, educators are concerned that they
very well may “miss the boat” with honored skills in the classroom not matching those held by
the greater society (Parette, Quesenberry, & Blum, 2010).
Although many children utilize digital resources in everyday circumstances, there
remains a “digital divide” acknowledging that access to these digital devices is simply not the
case for all children. In fact, the digital divide extends from homes to classrooms where the
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potential of digital tools transforming educational practices remain “largely untapped” (Flewitt,
Messer, & Kurcikova, 2014). Early childhood educators continue to face the warnings of “screen
time’s” detrimental effects on young children’s development (American Academy of Pediatrics,
2016). Moreover, many states’ childcare licensing criteria limit screen time use for children ages
2-6 and altogether remove it from children ages 0-2. Even if early childhood educators are
willing to learn new tools and receive support for their ongoing professional development, much
of the discourse continues to stagger due to latent policy decisions.
Not long ago, the National Association of Educating Young Children (NAEYC) and the
Fred Rogers Center (2012) created a joint position statement advising that “Effective uses of
technology and media are active, hands-on, engaging, and empowering; give the child control;
provide adaptive scaffolds to ease the accomplishment of tasks; and are used as one of many
options to support children’s learning” (p. 6). In this position statement, they challenge the
meaning of “screen time” and voice the importance of recognizing how screens were used. Even
the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP, 2016) recently have revised their previous
statements of limited screen time to specifically acknowledge the potential benefits of interactive
media, contrasting that with the passive viewing of screens in general. By recognizing the
changes in everyday households, the AAP (2016) have advised parents and caregivers to provide
children with a balance of various activities throughout the day. In fact, they have recently
launched a tool on HealthyChildren.org called the Family Media Use Plan for families to
visually organize their time and use of media (AAP, 2016).
In today’s early childhood classrooms, children utilize a number of tools with which to
communicate: crayons and paper, paint on a brush, a tower of blocks, and now more digital tools
than ever. With exposure to literacy practices beyond what can be contained on a page, young
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meaning makers continue to have an insatiable appetite for composing across modalities, and
these meaning makers are equipped with a background of emerging technological literacy.
Children create, construct, and make meaning. They intentionally select a variety of media in
ways they determine best support their message (Kress, 1997).
Digital technologies’ affordances; that is, their “potentials and constraints” (Mavers,
2007), reshape the very way we thought of what it means to teach and learn. The International
Society for Technology in Education (ISTE, 2016) has revised its standards to promote creative
communication where children “communicate clearly and express themselves creatively for a
variety of purposes using the platforms, tools, styles, formats and digital media appropriate to
their goals” (p.1). Moving from a stance of “using technology to learn” to a pursuit of
“transformative learning with technology,” these standards are yet another indicator of the
importance of equipping our children with the skills valued in today’s society (ISTE, 2016).
Digital technologies offer great opportunity for young composers to formulate their
creations, utilizing the affordances inherent in these tools such as digital photographs and audio
recorders (Rowe, Miller, & Pacheco, 2014). In addition, these technologies also support children
as they “play their way into writing,” (Rowe & Neitzel, 2010, p. 174) enabling them to more
aptly represent their multimodal ways of communication. As young children’s ‘symbol weaving’
practices (Dyson, 1986) are becoming an important part of 21st century literacy discourses, this
shifts the research focus to examining multimodal composing (Rowe, 2012). In this study, I
capitalize on Rowe’s suggestion for the field and amplify it by turning my own focus to young
children’s multimodal, digital composing practices.
This study focuses intently on children and how they compose using a specific digital
tool. Leaving the past debate of whether or not to use technology in early childhood classrooms
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behind and focusing instead on how to integrate digital technologies in such a way to enhance
the learning process (Couse & Chen, 2010), there persists the need to explore how children use
these tools in their classrooms. With the rapid-growth of technology tools utilized to support
young children’s composing activities, there continues to be a lack of understanding what
components of the apps actually support young children’s literacy learning needs (Neumann &
Neumann, 2014). There is a paucity of research on how young children use composing apps with
touch technology (Rowe & Miller, 2015), and this affects the evaluative measures of determining
quality apps and their implementation in the early childhood classroom. In fact, researchers are
quoted as saying:
Though literacy apps are among the most popular, successful apps in the education
category…their content, design, production, and distribution are too often characterized
by a lack of transparency, overhyped or unsubstantiated claims, a lack of curriculum
guidance or alignment with standards, a paucity of child development or learning science
content knowledge among developers, and an incomplete response to children’s literacy
needs, especially for struggling readers (Guensey & Levine, 2015, loc. 1393/5840).
It is for this reason that systematic studies need to carefully examine how children utilize the
multimodal composing apps’ affordances in the context of their composing processes. Only by
closely observing young children’s engagement with the tools themselves, do we recognize
affordances of the specific tool, resulting in better understanding of how we employ these tools
to support young children’s meaning making.
Purpose and Research Question
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the nature of young composers’
meaning making and multimodal composing practices as they used a composing app. A
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composing app is a software application specifically created for use on a tablet or digital touch
surface. It is an app that enables young learners to independently capture and add digital
photographs, draw pictures, insert images, record audio, and share what they have made with
others. Since the act of composing for young children is multimodal in nature, this study
“purposefully provide[d] time and invitations for on-screen exploration and dramatic play”
(Rowe, et. al, 2014, p. 300). Children took part in collaboratively or individually constructing
multimodal compositions. I decided upon a more flexible, qualitative research approach to
examine children’s digital composing events. The guiding question for this study was: What is
the nature of three and four-year-old children’s multimodal meaning making while using a
composing app?
Researcher Reflexivity
As an early childhood educator with a very diverse background, I taught and engaged in a
number of learning environments. From each environment, I gained a deeper sense of
appreciation of valuing and advocating for the voice of the child. In public school systems, I saw
the challenge of meeting district-mandated practices and state standards while attempting to
prioritize the evidence-based practices of teaching to the needs of each learner. As I explored
non-traditional school settings such as Montessori and Reggio Emilia-inspired, I noted the value
of using the learning environment strategically, to take a detailed account of the learning process,
and to treat each child uniquely and without prescription.
It was in my journey as an educator that I saw the importance of communication skills
through the learners’ academic and personal experiences. Teaching primary grades, I closely
encountered the importance of literacy development, and how quickly young children identified
themselves as weak or strong in those areas. Experiencing the trickle-down effect of greater
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academic standards in early years first-hand, I wanted to know why the block and dramatic play
areas were no longer acceptable uses of instructional time when I valued them to significantly
support children’s creative expression, communication, collaboration, and problem-solving
skills. Similarly, I supposed that the young children I observed struggling with writing was a
complex matter. They claimed to not know what or how to write, but I imagined that they were
challenged by the “problematic” process of knowledge transformation (Bereiter & Scardamaglia,
2005) as well as simply being uninspired and demotivated in the purposes of written
communication. I wanted children to see their potential as composers and not just writers. Even
experienced writers will at times dictate in place of written communication, so that they can
focus on their compositions as a whole (Graham & Harris, 2000).
Over the past ten years, my fascination continued to grow as I witnessed the massive
integration of touchscreen technology into classrooms across the country. In my own classroom
experience, I observed how adding a digital camera into children’s block play and inviting
children to create digital stories on a multi-touch table transformed our reluctant composers into
fantastic story creators. It was with great pleasure that I recounted seeing their stories come to
life as they pulled together the many layers of their story with images, narration, sound effects,
and text. For example, one child who preferred the majority of his choice time to be spent
building his formidable fortresses and acting out a scene, created a story using digital photos he
captured of his characters from the block area, drawing and writing on the digital pad, and
organizing his events into individual slides on a storyboard. Normally a very energetic child
moving quickly between tasks, I was intrigued by the amount of care and focus he dedicated to
his composition.
In addition, I noted the tangible affordances of the touch tools as I saw children record
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their marks with the tip of their fingers. Different than outlining their name in sand or forming a
mark by pressing into shaving cream on a table, children used the touch tools to record their
marks, edit their work, and layer meaning through the digital tool’s capabilities. I also
recognized how easy it appeared for children to become proficient using the tool while at the
same, noting the need for a consistently supportive tool that adequately supported their needs.
Integrating the touch technology tools into our classrooms was not without frustration.
The children and I experienced the challenge of working with a tool that was not physically
ideal, did not work as intended, and repeatedly interrupted our train of thought. Aware of the
hundreds of apps available and marketed to young children’s literacy needs without criteria, I
was motivated to strengthen the software and hardware tools’ quality overall. This influence
shaped that way I prioritized the app and hardware I used in this study. Specifically, I used an
iPad and a composing app that received high marks of quality from educators and credible
institutions such as Common Sense Media.
Additionally, I was influenced by my own personal experience co-constructing digital
compositions with children as well as adults. As a pre-kindergarten teacher, I worked with young
children to create numerous digital compositions, and I facilitated professional development
courses on digital storytelling for teachers to use in their own classrooms. I connected with Joe
Lambert, the executive director of Story Center (formerly the Center for Digital Storytelling),
and I interacted with their Facebook group of many academics bringing digital storytelling as a
reflective tool for undergraduate global experiences. It is through this variety of experiences, I
was influenced by my belief that digital compositions were much more than the finished product.
In reflection, it was these personal and professional experiences that motivated me to
explore young children’s meaning making experiences as they composed digital compositions.
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Summary
With the advancement of digital communication devices in addition to an expanding
understanding of literacy development, it was important for systematic studies to address how
the specific digital tools were being used in our classrooms (Couse & Chen, 2010). Going
beyond measuring affordances and contrasting one tool with another, this study was designed to
explore young children’s composing practices and meaning making experiences through the use
of a composing application. By using a social semiotic perspective, this study brought children’s
multimodal composing front and center (Rowe, 2012). This study addressed a specific gap
regarding young composers’ meaning making processes through digital applications as well as
exploring their multimodal behaviors involved in composing.
In addition, as a qualitative researcher I recognized researcher reflexivity to be critical to
my journey. With my experiences as an early childhood educator and personal interest in using
touch technology for communication, I acknowledged and accepted that these experiences and
interests uniquely modify the lens I apply to this study. In the following chapter, I will expand
upon the theoretical framework for the study and provide a review of empirical studies focused
on young children’s symbolic composing practices.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the nature of young composers’
multimodal meaning making as they used a composing app. Since the act of creating a
composition for young children is multimodal in nature, this study “purposefully provided time
and invitations for on-screen exploration and dramatic play” (Rowe, et. al, 2014, p. 300). In this
study, children engaged in composing a digital work, whether capturing a digital photo,
recording voices as part of the narration, or even deciding upon the composition of the
background. I selected a qualitative study in order to engage as a qualitative researcher to
examine the multiple pathways (Kress 1997) into composing events (Dyson, 2010); whereby,
young children constructed their compositions. The guiding question for this study was: What is
the nature of three and four-year-old children’s multimodal meaning making while using a
composing app?
In this chapter, I will begin by describing the theoretical framework for the study. After
this, I will detail the literature I reviewed surrounding the areas of children’s multimodal use of
creative, composing apps, which included emergent literacy, multimodality, print and digital
composing, and tablets in the early childhood classroom. To finalize this chapter, I will provide a
summary of my key findings and how these findings relate to the design of my study.
Theoretical Perspective: Social Semiotics and Multimodality
Although research on young children’s digital composing practices is considered scant,
there is a rich field of literature emergent literacies and respective literacy theories that can be
applied to inform the current study. In light of seminal literature on young children’s emergent
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composing processes (Dyson, 1986; Harste et al., 1984; Rowe, 1994), it is important to attend to
how children actively engage in the writing or composing process, using a variety of forms to
communicate their intent. In addition, they are influenced by the current surroundings and
experiences as well as their existing social and cultural understandings as they construct their
compositions. Emergent literacy researchers first identified young children as authors or
composers who used a variety of modes to communicate (Dyson, 1986; Harste et al., 1984;
Rowe, 1994), intentionally weaving their symbolic representations of choice (Dyson, 1986). My
study built upon emergent literacy research as it explored young children’s composing practices.
Although social semiotics and multimodality as a theoretical framework were a fairly
recent topic in educational research (Flewitt, 2012), emergent literacy researchers continually
extended their ideas on children’s composing practices to include drawing, talking, and other
modes (Clay, 1975; Dyson, 1986). In addition, multimodality developed out of Michael
Halliday’s (1978) assertions on social semiotic theory (Jewitt, 2013). Derived from a linguistic
standpoint, Halliday outlined the interdependent pathways between the signifier (forms) and the
signified (meaning), from language to its social context. Hodge and Kress (1998) as well as
Kress and VanLeeuwen (2006) extended the principles developed within the context of language
to apply to other modes such as visual. Regarding multimodality, Jewitt (2013) asserted its
importance in “foreground[ing] the modal choices people make and the social effect of these
choices on meaning” (p. 254). This perspective drew attention to asking why the communicator
selected the specific form of the communication and what it meant, highlighting the many other
forms involved aside from language. Kress (1997) built upon this further as he exposed the many
pathways to literacy and voiced the importance of noting how meanings change as they move
across modes. In doing so, he broadened literacy’s restricted meaning to focus on children’s
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communication and representation. He described the difference between the two “distinct social
practices” (Kress, 2010, p. 49) by explaining that representation concerned an individual’s
attempt to transfer thoughts into material form while communication was the act of sharing that
meaning with others. Children were recognized as agentive sign makers (Kress, 2010) who
“shaped and combined semiotic resources to reflect their interests” (Jewitt, 2013, p. 257). As a
result, multimodality enabled the theoretical framework of social semiotics to extend into other
communicative resources (Jewitt, 2013).
Multimodality promoted thought towards various affordances existing within each mode
selected as well as how a particular mode could be valued more highly than another depending
upon the situated context (Flewitt, 2012). Modes were situated and created within a specific
community. They were not universal; rather, they took form based upon a collective
understanding (Jewitt, 2013). In the current climate of educational research, multimodality held
much potential as it applied to exploring children’s use of digital technologies since these
technologies supported a wide range of modes (Jewitt, 2013). Similar to Jewitt (2012b), I valued
Kress’ (2003) process for defining literacy through a careful examination of the multimodal
process, and in doing so, I understood literacy not in terms of competence but multimodal
design. Using a social semiotic and multimodal approach, I explored the various modes children
were using in order to communicate and make meaning through their digital compositions.
Literature Review Methods
This review comprised of two different areas: one focused on young children’s printbased composing practices and one on young children’s digital composing practices. The initial
criteria for this review required all articles to be (a) empirical studies from peer-reviewed
journals published between 1986 and 2018, (b) written in English, (c) focused on technology and
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early childhood and/or emergent literacy practices, and (d) examined writing as meaning making
in naturalistic settings. In addition, I reviewed seminal, conceptual, and theoretical literature
surrounding these articles.
The rationale for collecting literature from 1986 involved Teale and Sulzby’s seminal
work terming the phrase “emergent literacy,” when researchers turned their attention to young
children’s multimodal practices. This was particularly relevant as the evolution of literacy and its
definition were highly contended in the current context. In addition, 1987 marked the year of
NAEYC’s position statement on Developmentally Appropriate Practice, which remarkably
opened the doors for “increased conversation within and outside the early childhood field about
practices” (NAEYC, 1996, p. 2). With emergent literacy (Teale & Sulzby, 1986) as my starting
place and multimodal, social semiotics as my lens, I recognized that young children’s composing
practices involved mark-making in the form of scribbles, drawings, but more importantly, I
valued the multimodal aspects of their expression. The study highlighted composing as a
meaning making activity, involving multiple cognitive processes; therefore, the articles reviewed
focused upon composing as meaning making. Due to the role of transcription in writing
development, select articles were also considered. In general, articles that described writing in
other ways such as handwriting, spelling, and were not conducted in naturalistic settings were
outside the scope of this review.
The methods for conducting the searches and the analysis of the articles for the two areas
were very similar. The studies reviewed for the focus on young children’s composing practices
were limited to those involving children between the ages of 2 and 6. This involved the
preschool years as well as kindergarten. Studies on young children’s composing practices using
digital tools focused on children between the ages of 2 and 8. These studies were limited to
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articles published from 2010 on due to when the iPad first appeared to the general market;
however, I also reviewed studies on young children’s digital composition through other digital
tools such as computers.
From Emergent Literacy to Multimodality
Over the last three decades, there was quite a shift in understanding how young children
learned to write, which in turn influenced educational practices. Designated as “emergent
literacy” by Teale and Sulzby (1986), researchers explored children’s conventional as well as
nonconventional forms of communication. This era was also marked by a divergence from the
accepted belief that children’s writing development process was distinct from that of adults
(Berninger & Swanson, 1994), where scribbles and markings on a page became recognized as
marks of meaning (Puranik & Lonigan, 2011), and where children “play[ed] their way into
writing” (Rowe & Neitzel, 2010, p. 174). Although this term, “emergent literacy” opened
opportunities for understanding children’s communicative practices, it also limited the scope of
understanding as it inherently reinforced the ideas of literacy pertaining to written text. In
addition, the term “emergent” resulted in a deficit way of thinking about children’s
compositional behaviors. Other models were strongly heralded and supported, which inherently
siphoned literacy into categories of reading and writing and were grounded in an established role
of what it meant to be “literate.” These models attempted to interpret children’s communicative
behaviors through an adult lens.
A very influential model illustrating mature writers’ composing processes by Hayes and
Flower (1980), described three distinct recursive processes the writer underwent while
composing: planning, translation, revision. Berninger et al. (1992, 1994, 1996) added to this
theory by conducting a series of multivariate assessments with children in grades first through
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ninth. They clarified that the translation process for younger composers included text generation
as well as transcription. Text generation consisted of children developing words and sentences
from memory into a discourse while transcription involved young composers engaging in the
process of transforming what they wanted to communicate into a symbolic language (Graham &
Harris, 2000; Puranik & Al Otaiba, 2012). As children learned to write or compose, they began
with transcription as they sought to represent what they intended to communicate orally. In order
to effectively generate text, children need a strong foundation of transcription skills such as
handwriting and spelling (Puranik & Al Otaiba, 2012). As children attended to skills such as
handwriting and spelling, they developed automaticity and could devote more attention and
cognitive resources to higher order skills such as text composition (McCutchen, 1996). In a
meta-analysis, Graham, McKeown, Kiuhara, & Harris (2012) found on average that elementary
children’s writing quality was strongly correlated with transcription skills.
Drawing and Talking
Meanwhile, early childhood literacy research explored the compositions children created
along with the modes they used to communicate, specifically drawing and talking (Coates &
Coates, 2006; Dyson, 1986; Lancaster, 2007; Rowe, 2008). In her seminal work, Dyson (1986)
considered the relationship between drawing and writing a “deceptively simple one” (p. 381).
She labeled children as “symbol weavers,” acknowledging their ability to use a variety of
symbols as they composed. Using participant observation and collecting holistic data, she
participated in the classroom twice a week for a period of five months. Through her analysis, she
concluded that children would vary in supporting their compositions through talking and
drawing. She asserted that understanding the beginning of literacy required the field to move
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beyond the printed text. From the beginning of “emergent literacy” as an accepted term, there
was tension as it appeared to set fixed parameters on what was to be classified and valued.
Nonetheless, literacy researchers continued to explore the meaning created through
various modes children used while composing. Using narrative observation, Coates and Coates
(2006) conducted a pilot study whereby they explored the relationship between children’s talking
and drawing and how the relationship applied to children’s creative and conceptual development.
They noted that at times children paid more attention to the sound of their narrative rather than
the details of their drawing. At times, they found children to engage in social talk that connected
them with peers rather than talking about the story they were drawing. They concluded that
children who had the opportunity to draw together might assist the development of creative
skills. Literacy researchers who came from a sociocultural perspective in the last decade or so
identified the work involved in composing as “local, ideological, and situated” (Rowe, 2012, p.
430) and pursued questions that considered the cultural practices surrounding children’s
composing and how each had influenced or mediated each other (Dyson, 2010; Rowe, 2008).
Dyson’s (2003) research exposed the social nature of children’s text productions while Rowe
(2003) found texts central to children’s social practices. She noted how young children wrote
collaboratively (Rowe, 2010) and even constructed social contracts in their productions (Rowe,
2008).
In an in-depth look at very young (approximately 26 months old) children’s mark
makings, Lancaster (2007) noted that much of the interpretation existing around children’s mark
makings was through the lens of an adult. As she analyzed children’s mark makings, she drew
attention to the high level of conversation in which children engaged as they made marks.
Consequently, she pointed out that children intentionally made these marks, and many of the
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processes in which they employed were directly related to their compositional knowledge (i.e.,
consistency of marks, orientation, directionality, etc.).
Literacy researchers thoroughly investigated children’s complex use of symbols to create
meaning, terming the phrase “symbol weaving” (Dyson, 1986). Dyson described how idea
formation translated to outward expressions saying, “Young children’s imaginary worlds
evolved primarily through dramatic play, talk, and drawing, although writing [might] be
embedded in those worlds” (Dyson, 1989, p. 9). Clay (1975) noted the non-linear process of
children’s writing development and instead described their process in terms of principles. Much
of what was defined as “emergent literacy” were all things leading up to the production of print,
but what if we gave more weight to children’s productions without the limited frame of print?
With this perspective, even multimodal communicative practices were misinterpreted as a set of
“pre-literate” skills (Hill, 2010; Siegel, 2006) or on the road to literacy (Rowe, 2012). In her
review of young children’s composing practices, Rowe (2012) purported the necessary shift of
this perspective to instead apply sociocultural and social semiotic perspectives that signified the
value of fostering 21st century literacy skills.
Social Semiotics and Multimodality
Children are social agents who create meaning through the signs they construct (Mavers,
2011). They are influenced by those around them, and in many ways “what and how children
draw and write are framed by what is valued” (Mavers, 2011, p.3). Social semiotics highlights
the role of the child, what the child draws, and what the drawing represents. Years ago, Saussure
(1966) defined semiotics as concerning a signifier and a signified, what occurred on paper or
similar medium and what the markings represented; however, this was limited by fixed definition
of meaning. Social semiotics broadened this concept derived from the field of linguistics to
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reposition the sign maker as creator rather than just consumer (Kress & Mavers, 2005). Instead
of signs seen as something stable, they were instead inherently active as they were created in the
interest of the sign-maker. This sign-maker was influenced by social and cultural entities. In fact,
children actively created representations, which reflected their “interests, the perspectives, the
positions and values of [themselves]” (Kress & Mavers, 2005, p. 20). They drew from their
cultural contexts of both home and school, incorporating beloved characters from media into
their own creations.
Social semiotics as a concept gave way to investigating the multiple modes involved in
communication. As mentioned previously, Kress (2010) defined representation and
communication as distinct social practices where representation concerned the sign-maker and
how the sign-maker decided to give material form to thoughts, while communication concerned
how the sign-maker decided to share the representation with others. This welcomed the
investigation of what each mode had to offer, in terms of affordances and perhaps what each
would limit. Multimodality enforced the idea that modes cannot be considered separately but
observed in their entirety as the modes interact and work together to create meaning.
Since much of the field continued to define literacy as print and language-based, many
studies simply looked at what children produced but neglected the multiple modes involved in
the actual process of construction. Coates and Coates (2006) stated, “although the end products
are something tangible which can be viewed by other than those present, what they cannot
communicate is the social interaction, problem solving, conceptual and creative thinking,
predicting, debate and introspection which may well be a fundamental attendant of the process of
drawing” (p. 221). Similarly, a printout of a child’s digital composition did not tell us the details
of the production process or the interpretation of the meaning expressed throughout the
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composing process.
Rowe (2012) commented on how a narrow view on writing in early literacy ignored a
major part of young children’s meaning making. For the purposes of this study, I argued that this
narrow view produced by the term “emergent literacy” was problematic and needed to be
redefined in terms of multimodality, so that children’s rich communicative practices involved in
their compositional events could be recognized as having value in the overall development. Even
though much of the research developed from social semiotics and multimodality was focused on
older children and even adults, there was great opportunity to utilize these approaches in
understanding young children’s composing practices.
As stated previously, studies examined the multiple modes involved in young children’s
composing, exploring young children’s composing by digging into the multiple symbols used in
the production of what has been defined as a “composing event” (Dyson, 1986). For instance,
many years ago, one early literacy researcher conducted a qualitative case study and found
children collaboratively used drama and narration to construct an experiential pretend world
while at the same time connecting with their peers (Dyson, 1989). This seminal work opened the
conversation up to explore other modes and “pathways” to literacy.
With the advancement of digital recording tools, researchers were able to better examine
children’s multimodal expressions in their composing practices. In a three-year action research
study, Haggerty (2011) conducted case studies of six kindergarten children to explore their
different communication and meaning making practices. She found that by using video to record
communication instances, teachers were able to see how children used a variety of modes to
create meaning and how interconnected these modes were. For instance, one child used both
speech and gestures to correct his friend in composing the letter “T.” He first pointed his finger
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in the air and drew a capital “T.” Then, without hesitation, he drew the letter with his finger on
the tabletop, emphasizing where the top bar of the “T” crosses. The researchers noted how
children in their dramatic play moved in and out of conventional literacy practices as they
composed lists for a grocery trip, a road map to find someone’s home, and other things that
assisted their play. Through the use of video as a documentation tool, the study also revealed the
importance of multiple perspectives on children’s meaning making practices, particularly as
families were involved in this process to shed light on interpretation.
Summary: Young Children’s Print-Based Composing
Young children intentionally created meaning through a variety of modes (Kress, 1997).
Emergent literacy researchers engaged in showing the importance of these modes through their
explorations. Many researchers utilized ethnographic approaches in order to observe children’s
literacy practices in their classrooms and focused on the process of children’s writing rather than
analyzing their products only. When Dyson (1986) coined the term, “composing event,” it
signified the importance of noticing all behaviors children employ while composing. Young
composers were found to use marks, drawings, talk, and even dramatic expression when
involved in a composing event. With the advancement of recording tools, researchers began
using video recording as a way to examine the interconnectedness and layered meaning of the
modes used in communication. This also highlighted the importance of having multiple
perspectives involved in interpreting children’s composing practices.
Research on Young Children’s Digital-Based Composing
As our everyday communicative practices continued to evolve as digital technologies
advanced and as the digital tools became more prevalent in our homes and schools, educational
research on young children’s literacy practices turned its attention to how young children used
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these tools to digitally compose (Bigelow, 2013). Interestingly enough, one challenge of
completing a systematic review of young children’s use of digital tools in the early childhood
classroom was the scarcity of literature positioning children as creators rather than consumers of
the technology (Hsin, Li, Tsai, 2014). This challenge along with the scarcity of literature on
children’s interactions with digital texts in general, whether related to their reading, writing, or
creating (Burnett, 2010), resulted in a great opportunity to add to the field through the
exploration of children’s composing practices through digital apps on a tablet.
In light of the rapid advancement of 21st century digital tools as well as their prominent
status in everyday communicative practices, researchers called attention to reconsider how young
children used these tools to learn and consequently, reconsidered how the use of these tools
transformed teaching practices (Hsin, Li, and Tsai, 2014). Well-known literacy researchers,
Burnett and Merchant (2015) affirmed, “despite all the rhetoric about the importance of new or
digital literacies in education, recent curricular reforms and their associated regimes have tended
to privilege traditional literacy skills and text” (p. 271). Meanwhile, in the early childhood field,
Parette, Quesenberry, and Blum (2010) warned the early childhood educators who resisted the
integration of technology into their teaching practices, were in fact disconnecting the literacy
opportunities between home and school and were in danger of “missing the boat.”
Although this study looked specifically at the digital composing practices of children
between the ages of three and five, it was important to include studies outside of that age range
to gain a fuller understanding of children’s behaviors as they interacted with digital tools. This
was particularly important as it concerned many studies from a social semiotic, multimodal
perspective on older children. Current reviews of technology used among children (Common
Sense Media, 2013; Hsin, Li, & Tsai, 2014) included children ages 0-8, which was also the ages
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of early childhood as defined by Bredekamp & Copple (1987) in their seminal work of
Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP). In addition, it was important to consider older
children (ie., ages 6-8) as many skills related to what we understood of children’s composing
development continued to grow throughout the years.
Today’s Young Digital Composer
The current literature of young children’s digital composing practices was foregrounded
by previous literature on composing practices and the inherent assumptions. Children were
positioned as creators rather than consumers of technology (Hsin, Li, & Tsai, 2014). Children
were recognized as composers who intentionally expressed themselves through the tools
available, producing a complex work, with focus remaining on the process of creation. There
were three main themes throughout the literature describing the young digital composer: (1)
Engaged and empowered, (2) Inherent collaboration, and (3) Multi-layer expression in product
and performance. In addition, after describing the characteristics of the digital composer, I
highlighted the specific composing practices. I now detailed these components in the following
sections.
Engaged and empowered. In 2012, NAEYC and the Fred Rogers Center came together
to advocate for the effective uses of technology tools in the early childhood classroom, and they
specifically stated that these tools should be “engaging and empowering” (p. 6). Researchers
observed how young children quickly acclimated to independently using tablets and high-quality
apps with little to no frustration (Beschorner & Hutchison, 2013; Couse & Chen, 2010;
Wohlwend, 2015). This was such an important component of learning tools considering the
amount of working memory involved in children’s writing/composing processes (Bereiter &
Scardamaglia, 2013). Touch capabilities of our current digital screens enabled young children
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with developing fine motor control to have greater control as they interacted with the tools to
create.
In a mixed methods study, Couse and Chen (2010) explored young children’s
handwriting by comparing how they wrote using traditional tools (ie., pencils and paper) versus a
stylus and iPad application. The researchers video recorded how 41 children between the ages of
three and six, drew a self-portrait using digital and non-digital tools. By analyzing children’s
products, their interviews, and the teachers’ focus group interviews, they noted children’s
engagement with the technology to increase with age. In addition, they found that while greater
independent use of the tools led to more technical complications for the children, they did not
appear to experience frustration.
Similarly, in a qualitative case study Beschorner and Hutchison (2013) utilized
Goodman’s (1986) description of the roots of literacy to frame their understanding of how PreKindergarten children ages four and five, used iPads to support their literacy learning. In their
seven-week study collecting children’s digital work samples, semi-structured teacher interviews,
and an informal parent survey on children’s home digital experiences, the researchers found
children able to independently use iPads while reinforcing their emerging understanding of print
in a digital context. Utilizing environmental print in the digital context, children successfully
navigated within a particular app as well as moving between apps (Beschorner & Hutchison,
2013). For instance, in order to select an app, children needed to be able to identify the image in
the square. They concluded that children used what they already knew about situational print to
easily go from one app to the next. For instance, one child used what he knew about the search
function and scanned diligently for an app he had used the previous day. In addition, they found
that even when children did not know how to form letters, they identified and selected the
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appropriate letter on the keyboard.
Other research studies accentuated children’s engagement while digitally composing
(Bigelow, 2013; Rowe, Miller, & Pacheco, 2014; Wohlwend, 2015; Yamada-Rice, 2014). Rowe,
Miller, and Pacheco (2014) identified children as “active designers” of digital work in their
qualitative, design-based research study. Using ethnographic approaches in their data collection,
they acted as participant-observers while examining how bilingual four-year-old children used
digital tools to compose on touch screens. They collected field notes, digital video recordings of
composing events, and digital artifacts (photos/compositions). The researchers noted how adults’
gestures and verbal directions supported the children in their digital constructions. They found
children to engage in naming an object, narrating a scene, dramatizing and experience, and
playing as they explored the iPad composing app while composing an e-Book.
Inherent collaboration. The use of digital tools in the early childhood classroom drew
attention to how the tools supported young children’s collaborative digital constructions.
Previous research revealed that children independently as well as collaboratively used and
engaged in writing/composing with apps (ie., iWrite, Doodle Buddy, Drawing Pad, Book
Creator, and iBooks) on touch devices (Beschorner & Hutchison, 2013; Bigelow, 2013; Rowe &
Miller, 2015; Price et al., 2015). In turn, researchers highlighted the collaborative nature of
children’s composing to be enhanced through the use of touch technology (Åberg, LantzAndersson, &Pramling, 2015; Flewitt, Messer, & Kucirkova, 2014; Ranker, 2014; Simpson,
Walsh, & Rowsell, 2013; Wohlwend, 2015).
Ranker (20140) found children’s social interactions as foundational to their composing
practices. In an instrumental case study of kindergarteners’ multimodal composing processes,
Ranker (2014) used video recording to capture children’s engagement in the composing process,
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along with informal interviews of the children and field notes. Using a social semiotic
framework, he identified children’s use of complex semiotic resources as they worked together
to create a digital story. As they discussed a picture with each other, using the visual, auditory,
and gestural modes, the children created a “semiotic glue” between the semiotic resources. They
were then able to transfer what they viewed, talked, and embodied (a seal with a ball on its nose),
by composing their own descriptions of the seal.
Wohlwend (2015) characterized children’s collaboration appearing “aimless” and even
“chaotic,” yet resulted in a complex work. Using an interactive app called PuppetPals, the
children co-constructed a digital story. Wohlwend (2015) remarked that the finished product, a
video, is a “complex [product] of countless decisions” (p. 158). This disorderly and even
“messy” work commanded attention as other research studies revealed children to collaborate in
a seamless fashion. For instance, Simpson, Walsh, and Rowsell (2013) conducted a two-year
study on children’s reading paths to investigate their use of touch. In this mixed methods study
with a qualitative focus, the researchers conducted fieldwork by using video recorders from a
variety of angles to analyze children’s collaborative use of touch in learning and composing.
They were surprised to find how easily children worked together, sharing roles in the multitude
of decision-making responsibilities. By examining touch, they highlighted how children quickly
worked off each other’s decisions. Children’s collaborative composing events are enhanced
through the affordances of digital touch tools.
Multi-layer expression. As emergent literacy researchers and others called for an
expanding definition of literacy to include multimodality elements, it was not surprising that
researchers were finding today’s tools to enable young children to engage in multimodal
literacies as they digitally composed (Wolfe & Flewitt, 2010; Yamada-Rice, 2014). In an
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ethnographic case study using video data, Wolfe & Flewitt (2010) highlighted children’s varied
approaches in using different modes (verbal and gesture) as they interacted with technology in
their homes and schools. They noted the changing literacies as well as the advantages in
collaborative multimodal dialogue. Similarly, in an in-depth look at children’s use of the visual
mode based upon the photographs they took on an environmental walk, Yamada-Rice (2014)
drew attention to the importance of children’s environments as he noticed their interest in it
stimulated their multimodal compositions.
Literacy Learning using Tablets in the Early Childhood Classroom
As tablets became an even more present tool in the classroom, the call remained for
researchers to continually explore how the tools are used to support young children’s learning
(Couse & Chen, 2010). This call necessitated researchers to observe children using the tools in
naturalistic learning environments such as in their homes and schools. Researchers began
exploring the affordances of iPads for young children’s literacy abilities in the early childhood
classroom (Beschorner et al., 2013; Lynch & Redpath, 2014; Merchant, 2015). They looked
specifically into mark making (Price, Jewitt, & Crescenzi, 2015), but much of the research
continued to compare the tools of yesterday and today. For example, Price et al. (2015) engaged
children ages 2 and 3 in an open-ended art activity, comparing the use of a paintbrush and paper
with that of an iPad and artmaking app. Similarly, Couse and Chen (2010) compared children’s
drawings with pen and paper to drawings with a stylus and an iPad app, noting children’s
persistence and seemingly more fine motor control. More recently, there were studies that have
compared children’s art using digital tools contrasting with physical tools (Sakr, Connelly, &
Wild, 2016).
In order to address the question posed by researchers Murray and Olcese (2011), studies
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needed to explore what iPad applications ‘help users do that they could not otherwise do, from a
teaching and/or learning perspective’ (p. 46), we must go beyond comparing tools. There
remained opportunity to explore how children can use literacy apps to create their own content,
so that educators may successfully integrate this tool in the early learning environment (Rowe &
Miller, 2015).
In consideration of the lack of scrutiny applied to labeling iPad apps as “educational,”
researchers began developing frameworks and checklists to offer educators and parents
assistance in selecting appropriate tools for young children. With the proliferation of apps that
flooded and continue to flood the marketplace, even educators with many years of literacy
teaching experience were and continue to be challenged to identify the apps that adequately
supported children’s literacy development (Israelson, 2015). Researchers found many literacy
apps targeting the younger years to be close-ended (Flewitt et al., 2014). Although research was
beginning to address the need for empirically-based evidence of the apps’ educational
affordances, there was much work left to be done. Unfortunately, many apps were labeled
“educational” without any substantiation. These forms of ‘edutainment’ were not useful for
supporting in-depth literacy learning. Flewitt et al. (2014) echoed this sentiment when describing
early literacy learning through apps by saying, “there remains to be a dominant focus on printbased alphabetic skills” (p. 4). Are we simply replicating what we have done before or are these
tools actually transforming how we teach and learn?
Methodological Approaches
In designing this study, I examined prior research for how studies had been previously
conducted to explore how tablets best supported children’s digital composing practices.
Qualitative studies had been conducted in preschool/kindergarten settings to explore this very
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topic (Bigelow, 2013; Crescenzi et al., 2014; Beschorner & Hutchinson, 2013; & Price et al.,
2015). Bigelow (2013) explored children’s digital message making process through an openended qualitative approach. By collecting surveys, interviews, and observations, she explored
what young children understood about email and looked closely at how they interacted with
iPads in their message making sessions. Over a four-month period, she visited the classroom,
joining the children at their center time twice each week to conduct her observations. Through
her constant-comparison analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), she utilized open and axial coding to
determine children’s emergent literacy growth through literacy opportunities in exploring the
nature of emails as well as joint constructions emails and iWrite messages. She found that
although children were familiar with the term “email,” their understandings as stated appeared to
be vague, in that, adults typically used them, and they were sent somewhere. In addition, she
found children to be relaxed and playful while composing emails. Analyzing children’s
compositions, she noted an emphasis on sharing information with others and an awareness of the
reader audience.
Beschorner and Hutchison (2013) examined iPads as a literacy teaching tool in two
preschool classrooms over seven weeks through a qualitative case study (Yin, 2008). Similar to
Bigelow (2013), they conducted their classroom observations twice a week, collected children’s
digital samples, semi-structured teacher interviews, parent emails, and an informal parent survey
(Beschorner & Hutchison, 2013). They employed an inductive, qualitative approach to analysis
(Creswell, 2007), resulting in six themes: digital environmental print, emergent writing using a
tablet, using the keyboard the keyboard function to form print, functions of writing, and the
connection of reading, writing, listening, speaking with one tool.
In a study of young children (ages 2-3), a team of researchers (Crescenzi et al., 2014)

31

observed the differences between using digital and non-digital painting processes. By using
visual methods that recorded what was happening on and off the screen, the researchers were
able to better compare the different tools’ affordances. Using a software called Reflector, they
were able to record the screen children used to paint digitally. Similarly, Price et al. (2015)
reported on utilizing a microcamera embedded in the face of the tablet so as to capture children’s
facial expressions. In using the three points of reference for video capture, the researchers
secured triangulation of the recorded data as each point provided a different perspective.
Most recently, Rowe and Miller (2015) conducted a two-year ethnographic study to
explore instructional support for young bilingual children to compose digitally. Visiting the
classroom once to twice each week separately, the researchers utilized participant observation as
they recorded field notes, collected audio-visual records, and considered home photos and
classroom artifacts. They visited the classrooms during the designated center time and were a
part of an iPad center where children created eBooks.
Summary: Young Children’s Digital-Based Composing
Young children digitally composed in ways similar yet distinctly different than what they
did without their digital tools. With the affordances of 21st century technology, including touch
capabilities, young children expressed themselves in ways they could not before. The young
digital composer was engaged and empowered as they used touch technology to compose.
Research showed these composers to be collaborative as they created a rich multi-layer work.
There continued to be a need for empirically based studies that examined children’s digital
composing practices from a perspective of multimodality. Using social semiotics, researchers
were able to better examine children’s multimodal decisions.
While much is known about children’s composing practices using traditional tools such
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as pen and paper and focusing on children’s speech and drawing, little is known about children’s
digital composing practices where their composition is considered as a process and multiple
modes are considered. This study attempted to address the gaps in the research literature through
the exploration of children’s digital composing practices as they used a composing app that
recorded their composing processes. I observed children’s digital composing practices in their
classroom, taking field notes, recording their multimodal interactions, and collecting the screen
recordings generated by the app.
Summary of the Literature Review
The purpose of this study was to describe and explain children’s digital composing
practices by exploring the multimodal nature of these practices. This study examined the ways in
which children engaged in a composing event through a digital app. This study built upon the
existing literature in the field; in that, it utilized what had been observed in children’s behaviors
as they composed and extended the literature as it exposed the importance of children’s
processes and multimodal communication throughout the composing event.
The use of an interpretivist design with multimodal analysis allowed me to gain a deeper
understanding of children’s digital composing practices as a process. In the following chapter I
will discuss my decision to use an open-ended qualitative study design along with the context of
the study. I will detail my data sources, the classroom set up and app used, data analysis, and
how I ensured quality.
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Chapter 3: Methods
The purpose of this study was to explore the nature of young composers’ meaning
making and multimodal composing practices as they used a composing app. The guiding
question for this study was: What is the nature of three and four-year-old children’s multimodal
meaning making while using a composing app?
Evidenced by the previous chapter, children’s emergent writing multimodal practices
through digital tools were not at this point adequately explored. There existed the need for rich,
empirical studies that explore young children’s composing events and their emergent writing
abilities (Neumann, 2014; Rowe, 2012). I selected a qualitative design for this study so that I
could intricately observe and inspect young children’s complex meaning making processes using
a composing app. In this chapter, I will detail the design of my study.
Study Design
Previous research and theory from the emergent literacy field emphasized the importance
of oral language and social interactions involved in children’s composing events (Coates &
Coates, 2006; Dyson, 1989, Rowe, 2008). Building upon this earlier work, in this study I
examined young children’s composing practices using digital tools with affordances such as
photography, constructed images, audio, and open-ended mark making. In order to explore my
questions surrounding young children’s meaning making complexities as they engaged in
composing using a creative, multimodal app, I conducted qualitative research.
I engaged as a qualitative researcher to examine the multiple pathways (Kress 1997) into
literacy events (Heath, 1983), specifically composing events (Dyson, 2010); whereby, young
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children use a creative, multimodal app to compose. Hatch (2002) pointed out the importance of
exploring how humans behave in their typical settings. Since the study took place in the
children’s classroom during a typical school day and at their designated center time, it did not
interrupt the normal flow of the children’s day. Because the act of composing for young children
is multimodal in nature, this study “purposefully provide[d] time and invitations for on-screen
exploration and dramatic play” (Rowe et. al, 2014, p. 300). Rather than focusing on children’s
compositions as final products I found, like Rowe (2012), that “limiting the focus of research to
children’s writing is to ignore a large part of young children’s meaning making” (p. 436). I
described composing events as they occur in the classroom. Children took part in constructing a
digital composition, which included capturing a digital photo to upload, recording voices as part
of the narration, and deciding upon the page’s background.
For the purposes of this study, I decided to take an open-ended approach (Lichtman,
2014) to explore young children’s digital composing practices. In this approach, I collected data
through observations, looked for patterns of communication, and included multimodal data as
supportive evidence (Lichtman, 2014). Similar to Bigelow (2013), I utilized a broader qualitative
approach to explore the data in a more open-ended manner. In exploring children’s digital
composing practice utilizing the theoretical framework I mentioned in chapter two, I decided
multimodal analysis was key in organizing and understanding the data I collected. Jewitt,
Bezemer, and O’Halloran (2016) recommended focusing on “systematically collecting,
analyzing, and explaining a complete data set, drawing on, validating, advancing and
problematizing social semiotic theory” (p. 66). This was what I attempted to accomplish as I
conducted this study.
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Context and Participants
This qualitative study on young children’s digital composing practices was conducted at
an urban university lab school situated in the southeastern region of the United States. It focused
on one classroom of 18 3-4 year-old children. This early childhood lab school consisted of five
classrooms: one 2-year-old classroom, two 3-year-old rooms, and one 4-year-old classroom. All
classrooms had a lead and an assistant teacher as well as early childhood pre-service teachers
throughout the school year. The majority of children attended the full day program while only a
few attended part-time, leaving shortly after lunch.
My decision to select this particular site for my study was based upon my previous work
at this school as an educator as well as teachers’ interest in integrating digital tools into young
children’s composing practices. Through my experiences as an educator at this school, I became
very interested in children’s meaning making practices across various contexts. That developed
even further when the school acquired touch technology tools (interactive whiteboard, multitouch table, iPads, etc.), and we began to integrate these tools into our everyday teaching
practices.
Apart from my own experiences and long-standing relationship with this school, I
selected this site based upon the following criteria: (1) philosophy of early childhood education,
(2) literacy practices, (3) digital tools in use, and a (4) child-centered schedule. Lawton’s Early
Childhood Center (pseudonym) identified itself as a site for excellence in early childhood
education and welcomed opportunities to study, teach, and research. The school’s philosophy
was lived out in their day-to-day practices as they “[exemplified] an inquiry approach to teaching
and learning, innovating and improving early childhood education through teacher education,
research, and community engagement” (Lawton’s Early Childhood Center, n.d.). Focused on
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children’s need to engage deeply in their work, Lawton’s Early Childhood Center (LECC)
classrooms structured each day so that there was a short, intensive instructional time followed by
a long work cycle in which children freely chose to engage in learning opportunities around the
room. In this center time, teachers worked with small groups of children while other children
engaged in independent learning activities, working individually and collaboratively alike.
In the fall of 2013, the LECC acquired touch technology in the form of an interactive
whiteboard and a multi-touch table. The interactive, multiuser whiteboard by Promethean,
known as an ActivPanel (2013), was rather large but could be lowered so children had more
access to interact with its surface. Similarly, Promethean’s ActivTable (2013) was a little high
for some four-year-olds, but teachers had accommodated physical needs by providing a riser for
which children would stand. Most recently, the school acquired iPads, although at the current
time teachers were typically using them as a documentation tool.
A couple years ago, I reconnected with the school to learn of one particular teacher’s
investment in integrating technology to support young children’s digital composing processes.
Desiring a naturalistic study where I acted as a qualitative researcher in a context where children
and teachers were already engaged in the practice of using digital tools, I found this site to be
ideal in conducting the study. Although touch devices were generally used in this classroom as
meaning making tools, the infusion of a composing app on two iPads enhanced the composing
events taking place.
In order to explore young children’s meaning making and composing practices as they
used a composing app, I focused observations on 12 children. Although I asked the entire class
of 18 children and their families, I received 12 consent forms for participation, and I sought
children’s assent. I did this by inviting children to compose on the apps, asking if they would be
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okay that I took notes and video of them using the apps. I also continually paid attention to their
comfort level in how they conducted themselves in front of the camera (Flewitt, 2006). The
participants primarily consisted of a diverse yet similar population; in that, they were offspring
of the university population, faculty, staff, children, etc. Many of the children were from diverse
ethnic backgrounds and spoke English as a second language, while the majority of children were
European-American descent and were native English speakers.
Although I collected data from all 12 participants, I narrowed my focus intently on four
preschool children. This enabled me to deeply explore the complexities of the semiotic resources
a child used while digitally composing since these children demonstrated most visibly the
multimodal nature of communication. I selected the focal participants after data collection by
closely observing children’s meaning making practices, noting their comfort around peers and
adults, and conferring with the teachers. For example, Jenna utilized a number of modes with
which to communicate her ideas. She enjoyed interacting with her peers and was willing to talk
to me about her compositions. In addition to children’s comfort levels around others, I also
determined these focal participants based upon the time they spent composing. The average time
children spent at the iPads was 128 minutes over the course of the study. The four focal
participants participated at the writing center for the longest amount of time, and they produced
the most informational rich data.
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Table 3.1: Participants and Time Spent on iPads
Participant

Time (min)

Jenna

138

Cameron

214

Callie

139

Jayden

281

The teachers in this classroom agreed to act as they normally would in the classroom
aside from the fact that they did not sit with the children in the writing center. They did not
involve themselves directly in the composing activities of the children unless a child engaged
them. Mia was a first-year teacher, recently completing her bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood
Education. Gabriella was a final year pre-service teacher. Sofia was in her 7th year of teaching
and working on her PhD in Early Childhood Education. iPads were not used as a part of
composing practices in this classroom although children did use them to capture photos during
specific occasions such as when they studied photography as a class. The tablets existing in the
classroom were mostly used as a teacher tool for collecting and sharing documentation. The
study directed its attention to children’s composing through touch technology. This particular
classroom was selected based upon the teachers’ interest in supporting children’s emergent
literacy through digital composing.
Composing Apps
For the purposes of this study, I initially decided upon a suite of composing apps in
which children chose varying levels of scaffolding to create a digital composition (template,
blank, photo backgrounds). I selected based upon the following criterion: target age, ease of use,
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and purposed for drawing and writing. First, I looked for composing apps that targeted young
learners, ages 2-6. In reviewing the apps available, I noted several prescriptive apps that directed
children towards learning parts of a story, practicing handwriting or spelling skills, or resembling
a sticker book. Consequently, I sought composing apps that offered children more options and
included a number of multimodal tools from which to select. I even asked experts in the field
their advice towards the best composing apps to use.
From this criterion, I chose three apps that best supported children in composing
activities. Sago Mini Doodlecast was a remarkably easy, user-friendly tool (Common Sense
Media, 2015) designed for children as young as two years and up. This app provided children
with a straightforward way to draw and write, and it automatically recorded their voice and what
was happening on the screen. Children had the opportunity to watch their production when they
finished.

Figure 3.1: Young composers can compose while the screen is being recorded.
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Draw and Tell (2016) was an award-winning creative app that offered children several ways to
compose. With various options such as several backgrounds, color templates, and photographs, it
also provided several types of mark makers (paintbrush, colored pencil, and crayon). This app
targeted ages 3-8.

Figure 3.2: Young composers can draw using a variety of tools and templates.

Scribble Press: Creative Book Maker for Kids (2016) was a highly-rated tool that presented
children with several options and supports for creating a book. Although it was designed for
children age six until eight years, it contained a number of features that supported preschool age
children as well.

Figure 3.3: Young composers can layer stories with photos, stickers, and background music.
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Pilot Week
The classroom in which I conducted the study needed time to get used to the infusion of
iPads in their writing center. I decided along with the teachers that the best way to introduce
them to the multimodal composing apps was through a pilot week (Week 1) where I could bring
the iPads in for centers each day and children could spend time getting used to them. At the
morning meeting on the first day, Sofia, the lead teacher, introduced me to the children. She
described how I would be visiting the writing center with two iPads, so that the children could
write and draw using some apps.
Throughout the pilot week, children were able to take turns using the iPad apps,
exploring the different things they could do with these apps. As they explored the apps, I
answered their questions and showed them how they could use the different tools within each
app. In this time, I was able to make a number of decisions such as where the camera needed to
be placed, where I could best observe, how I could best organize the notes I recorded on
children’s engagement, and classroom management things such as a sign-in sheet and a timer. I
experimented with AirPlay in order to capture children’s compositions as a screencast, but this
complicated children’s use of the apps as the sounds of the app were also transported to the
laptop set to record. In addition, I noted the ease of use the children had when engaging in the
three apps. There was only one app that the young children adapted to the quickest and were able
to create without adult assistance.
In the first week of the study, which I arranged as a pilot study week so that children
could become accustomed to the iPads and composing apps, I decided to go in another direction.
Although I initially considered to offer a suite of composing apps, similar to Rowe and Miller’s
(2015) work with bilingual children, I ultimately decided to use one app that I found the children
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to most easily navigate and compose without assistance: Sago Mini Doodlecast. I found it to be
the best app to highlight children’s multimodal composing practices and also record the process
by which they composed.
In selecting this tool, I needed to consider its affordances as well as its limitations. Sakr
(2018) recently noted, “How meaning is shaped by semiotic resources depends on the
affordances of the semiotic resources” (p. 3). The term “affordance” is derived from Gibson’s
(1961) argument for the way we perceive an object is not an abstract concept, instead our
consideration of its value to us. With a technological tool, it is necessary to consider what
children can do with it. At times, it is best to introduce a tool to children and observe how they
interact with the tool. What can they create with it? What does it enable them to do?
These are the reasons upon which I decided this app was best for the purposes of this
study. The purpose of this study was to explore the nature of young composers’ meaning making
and multimodal composing practices as they used a composing app.

1. The app was the most accessible to all participants in the study. The technical prompts in
this app were very easily understood by the children.

Figure 3.4: The start button pulses, indicating children to touch it to begin.
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Figure 3.5: The background options are clearly visible in the top right corner.

Figure 3.6: Taking a picture is indicated by a camera button.

2. The tools were simple and easy to select. The children could select a color by tapping the
circle of the color they preferred. In addition, they could create a thinner or thicker line
by tapping the pencil (thin), crayon (medium), or marker (thick). They could edit their
work by selecting the eraser.
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Figure 3.7: The tools are featured at the bottom of the screen.

3. The app recorded children’s compositional processes. Each page the children completed
(by clicking the pink checkmark), the app automatically saved a composition as a movie
(mark making developments as well as the children’s voices).

Figure 3.8: The checkmark indicates completed work.
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4. The app enabled children to reflect on their work. When they saved their compositions,
the app played a recording of their work, both visually and auditorily.

Figure 3.9: Recording playing automatically.

Figure 3.10: Cat claps and turns around.

Classroom Setup
In order to enable this study to integrate smoothly into children’s everyday tasks, the
camera and iPads were set up at the writing center each day while the children were outdoors and
right before center time. I arrived while the children were outdoors playing at their regularly
scheduled free time, and I set up the center. Typically, I began by placing my equipment on the
ground next to the writing table. The writing table consisted of one rectangular table and four or
five chairs. I arranged the chairs so that two children could sit next to each other. There was
usually an extra chair on the side of the table just in case a friend wanted to join. I made sure
there was at least one chair across the table, so that children could sign into the center.
Although this early childhood classroom typically used the number of chairs at a center to
determine the number of children, the iPads were such a hit with the children, I quickly came up
with a way for children to take turns. I talked over the idea with the teachers, and they mentioned
that the children were familiar with the procedure I suggested. I created a sign-in sheet (per the
teacher’s discretion) so that children could effectively take turns. The sign-in sheet was labeled
“Sign In” and had numbered lines on the front and back. The lines were spaced at about 1.5
inches apart so that children could easily use the Expo marker to write. I had this page in a page
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protector so that children could write, and I could wipe clean at the end of each session. I clipped
the page to a clipboard to provide even more stability of the page on the table.
Since many of the children in the classroom were still learning to write their names, I also
used a basket with the children’s names so that the children could use the cards to help them sign
in. The children needed to practice this procedure only once; they quickly caught onto the idea
that they signed in before each session. Based on a child’s idea, I decided to use the classroom’s
2-minute sand timer to keep the flow of the classroom’s schedule. At times, the children and I
collectively agreed to use it to enable turn taking. Although I did not want to interrupt the
children’s composing events, I also wanted to budget the time we had together, so the timer
allowed for a seamless transition in some cases.
On the table I placed one iPad in front of each of the two chairs on the south-facing side
of the table. On the northside of the table, I placed the sign-in sheet and marker. Beside the signin sheet, I setup the camera. First, I opened the tripod and set the legs to their appropriate height
(I marked this with some tape so that I could open it to the same height each day). Next, I took
out the camcorder and placed it on top of the tripod. I turned it on and adjusted the angle of the
camcorder so that it pointed towards the table and chairs, capturing the iPads and chairs. I was
careful to angle the camera in this manner because I found that I could control who would be
captured in the recording. This was important since not every child was a participant in the study,
and I wanted to ensure I only captured participants. Since data collection was taking place in the
classroom during normal class time, I sought ways to enhance the audio recording of the
composing events, so I attached an external microphone to the video camera.
To complete my set up, I placed a chair at the end of the table adjacent to the camcorder
and tripod where I could sit, and I placed my field notebook on the table in front of this chair.
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This notebook contained a biweekly spreadsheet with the names of the children in the first
column and the dates for each meeting across the top. In each cell, I recorded the number of iPad
(1 or 2) and the start time in each cell. This allowed me to easily keep track of children’s
participation as well as enabled me to keep organized as I reviewed the samples after each
observation.
Although I thought some type of stand or way of locking down the iPads at the writing
center would be best, I decided against this as children needed to pick up the iPad to take
photographs and share what they created with others. I invited children to write and draw
whatever they wanted. I left my request open-ended and offered little feedback towards what I
deemed acceptable with great intention. As an early childhood educator, I understood the
influence my preferences had on their compositional decisions, so I intentionally withheld many
comments.
Data Sources
To explore the composing event and the complexities of multimodal communication, I
conducted observations while recording field notes, capturing composing events with a
camcorder and microphone, and collecting artifacts digitally in the form of recorded screencasts.
Utilizing various data collection procedures as well as data sources, I developed a rich
description of young composers’ meaning making experiences as they interacted with the
composing app.
Observations
As a qualitative researcher, I aimed to immerse myself in the children’s everyday school
environment so as to observe children’s meaning making behaviors in a naturalistic setting. Over
the course of two months in the spring of 2017, I conducted 18 observations that lasted 45-60
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minutes. So as to not interrupt the flow of the classroom, I joined the children during their choice
time when they had most freedom of choice and the opportunity to use the creative composing
app. I positioned myself in such a way that did not inspire dominance, rather, one of an observer.
Instead of giving children specific directions, I invited them to write and draw. Instead of
advising them on what they composed, I strategically asked open-ended questions to prompt
explanations. There were a couple instances where I found myself making suggestions to
children, but I limited this to a bare minimum.
The focus of this study was on children’s layered meaning making through composing
events that took place in and around a touch device supporting a composing application.
Therefore, I observed composing events that occurred during the choice time. For the purposes
of this study, I defined a composing event as what happened in and around young children’s
compositions, including what they said, what they did, how they interacted with others, what
they photographed, what they composed, etc. With this in mind, composing events typically
involved more than one child and/or adult. As children only had access to the iPads three times
each week during the designated center time, I also defined the composing event by what I
observed during that specific time.
While I involved myself as a qualitative researcher in the classroom while children
composed using the digital device, I wanted to gather field notes in a way that was conducive to
the very busy work period and did not take away from the experience. Children at this particular
school were quite accustomed to seeing adults with notepads, and I did not believe it would
interfere with their ability to fully engage in creating stories, but I did sense some concern that I
would have missed seeing something if I had been looking at my notes for long periods of time.
A way that I accommodated this need was by jotting very quick notes throughout a composing
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event (Dyson, 1989), highlighting parts that I wanted to review in closer detail through the
recordings, and then wrote a more detailed description once the observation period had ended.
I scheduled two hours (twice the observation time) after the observation period for
detailing the notes and proceeding in ongoing microanalysis of the video recordings (Rowe &
Neitzel, 2010). I recalled events sequentially by prioritization so that I could keep the most
important details intact (Emerson et al., 1995). In composing my field notes, I developed some
parameters for what I would include and not include. Since my goal was to compose a layered
description of the observation, I avoided generalizations and focused instead on clear, concrete
details of behaviors involved in the composing event (Dyson, 1989; Emerson et al., 2011).
Instead of attempting to answer “why,” I was purely intent on relaying “what.” (See Appendix
A).
Video and Audio Recordings
In order to capture the multimodal nature of children’s composing, I used both video and
audio recording devices. Out of the 18 days I observed, I video recorded the composing events
15 times, resulting in 15 video recordings. The recordings lasted the length of the observation,
45-60 minutes. Throughout the course of the study, the teachers and I negotiated a way to enable
all children access to the composing app. We decided that on each Thursday children could use
any of the three apps available in the pilot study and non-participants could participate as well.
When non-participants were present, I did not record any data. This accounted for the three days
in which I did not capture video recording.
Since I focused on children’s gestures and other haptics, speech, and gaze, it was
important to set up the camera to capture these things. Although I could obscure children’s
images, these was not sufficient for portraying children’s multimodal expression (Flewitt, 2006).
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One researcher used a small portable camera to follow children around and capture their
expressions (Daniels, 2017). Children were accustomed to work at the writing center without
moving their tools around, so I used a fixed camcorder (Panasonic HC-V720 HD Digital
Camcorder) on a miniature tripod facing the writing table. The camera captured children’s facial
expressions and gestures since it was aimed towards them, positioned slightly higher than where
the children were seated and facing slightly down. Although I initially used small stands for the
iPads, so children could more easily share their compositions with others, I found through the
first week of my study that it was quite insufficient for capturing what was happening on and off
the screen simultaneously. Video data provided a completeness of data (Walsh, et al, 2007) as it
enabled me to view the events multiple times.
Since data collection took place during an active center time, it was difficult to record
children’s speech and other verbal expressions from the camcorder alone. Therefore, I used a
portable wireless microphone system attached to the top of the camcorder. I tested the audio
during the initial week, ensuring that it picked up the children’s speech.
Hindmarsh, Heath, and Lush (2010) considered using video methods for data collection a
way of “revealing elusive phenomena” (p. 11). Although Bigelow (2013) pointed out how a
second camera could provide more information, Hindmarsh and his team of researchers (2010)
suggested that using more than one camera is problematic in terms of operation and analysis. I
made sure that the positioning of the camera was unobtrusive to the natural flow of the classroom
by placing it at the edge of the table, so children could easily walk around it. In addition, I made
sure to confer with the teachers in this decision (Hindmarsh et al., 2010). Similar to Price and her
team of researchers (2015), I recorded the iPad’s screen through a tool built within the app. I did
this in order to see the results of children’s decisions while using the touch surface and to
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compare their technological decisions with the video recording of their facial expressions and
gestures. This enabled me to explore the interactions between the various multimodal
expressions children actively used to communicate as they digitally composed. The app selected
for this study offered the opportunity to download the created artifacts as a video. After each
observation session, I uploaded the information from the camcorder directly to a secure account
in a data collection folder and titled with the date (dd/mm/year).
Artifacts
This study prioritized the process of composing over children’s finished products.
However, the finished compositions offered a point of perspective. I collected 144 children’s
recorded compositions created through the application. I intentionally selected the saved
compositional screencasts by noting significance in my observational field notes as well as
quickly reviewing the screencast. I exported these to the same secure account under
“Screencasts” and organized by week and labeled by date, participant identification number, and
key term. I later created folders for each participant and organized the screencasts by child
participant. It was my intent to utilize the digital data to create a more descriptive account of
young children’s composing practices.
Data Analysis
This research focused on children’s meaning making and digital composing practices.
Since it stemmed out of a multimodal theoretical framework, concerned with social semiotics,
the analysis involved a systematic examination of the interactions between various modes
evident in the composing event. In the following subsections, I detailed how I managed the data
as well as the process of ongoing data analysis. Although the analysis process was anything but
linear (Lichtman, 2014), I will do my best to explain the decision points throughout the process.
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Data analysis began simultaneously with data collection. I engaged in preliminary steps
of data analysis with each observation as I noted the instances that stuck out to me and thought
about how they revealed children’s digital composing practices. After each classroom
observation, I allotted time to flesh out my field notes (as described earlier in the section titled
“Observations,” download videos (labeled by date), and download saved stories (labeled by
keyword). I selected which screencasts to save by reviewing my observational notes, the
screencast, and recalling which instances stood out for the meaning making involved. Even if a
child was at the iPad for only a short period of time, if he or she created something on the screen
and communicated something about it verbally or nonverbally, I noted it and saved it
accordingly. For the purposes of this study, I focused on composing as creating with fingers or
hands rather than something pre-made that the children selected (ie., a template).
The data was robust, and I needed to be very disciplined in how I collected and organized
the data. I saved the digital compositions that met the following criteria: saved by the child,
involved marks and noted with fieldnotes, involved marks and expression (when not recorded by
fieldnotes, considered in additional scan after each session). Although I was very diligent
throughout my observations to keep track of children’s compositions, there were times that I did
not catch every single one in real time, so this review process was very helpful in data collection.
Throughout the data collection process, I began looking for themes throughout my
observational notes relating to children’s digital composing practices. Meeting weekly with my
major professor, I related my experiences and shared my process for collecting, organizing, and
labeling the data. As I presented my initial thoughts towards interpretation, she also shared with
me her thoughts on the data. Through our discussion, I recognized the episodes that really stuck
out to me in my observations as well as in my review. This process led to how I determined
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which episodes to select and further detail.
Participant Selection Explained
From the many observations I conducted, along with coding the field notes, I determined
that I could best represent the digital composing practices through narrowing in on four specific
participants. I began the selection process by identifying which instances stuck out to me with
full consideration that the selection was based on my particular values of composition and
cultural connection to what the children were creating. Each of these participants engaged in
practices that were similar to other practices observed in all of the children. In addition, each of
the four participants provided at least one example where he or she utilized what could be
considered a preferred mode (a mode that carried the meaning making instance most strongly).
For instance, I selected Callie’s grape-eating composition as I could recognize what she was
creating, and I was excited to see her bring her composition to life as she pretended to eat the
grapes she made. I noted the mode in which she used based upon her examples but also the
examples of other children in the study. There were a number of other instances where children
engaged in play with the things they digitally composed.
Creating Multimodal Transcripts
In order to highlight the multiple modes in which children engaged through the process of
their creations, I decided to create and utilize what Lancaster (2013) referred to as “micro
multimodal transcripts” (p.417). I did this so that I could analyze children’s digital compositions
as a process and note the various forms of communication involved. This enabled me to hold in
tension children’s speech, face, hands, and digital composition, so that I was not prioritizing one
mode over another. Flewitt (2006) argued for the use of the term “representation” over
“transcription” in order to acknowledge the “interpretive processes involved in the
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transformation” of the data (p. 34). Noting the importance that each sign held meaning as I
discussed multimodal research in chapter two, I coded the data by looking for repeated uses of
the various modes in their interactions with each other. I carefully noted these semiotic modes in
order to construct a full picture of the multimodal ensemble (Jewitt and Kress, 2003; Kress,
1997). I transcribed the videos in what Flewitt (2006) described as a multimodal dynamic text
that revealed the multiple layers involved in the composing act.
This was a table I used to organize the information for purposes of analysis and
explanation. In order to create the table, I modified an existing table from Daniels 2017 study
which explored young children’s multiple modes of communication.
Table 3.2: Multimodal transcript headings
Time

Narrative:

Graphic:

Embodiment:

Embodiment:

Speech

Image

Hands

Face

Decision Points

Creating these micro multimodal transcripts (Lancaster, 2013) involved a lengthy, multistep process, and I had to first determine which compositions to record in this manner. For the
four focal participants, I reviewed my observational fieldnotes and noted the compositions that
stuck out to me based upon common observable behaviors. Next, I reviewed the screencasts that
aligned with these notes. After adding more details to my field notes based upon what I could see
and hear in the screencast, I turned my attention to reviewing the video recording of the
composing event. I added the date and time of the video recording to each screencast I
considered. In order to select one compositional event to transcribe, I applied the following
criteria:
1. Did the event involve multiple modes of communication?
2. Were the modes observed common among the other participants?
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3. Did this particular event bring to light something unique?
Once I had determined the composing event to transcribe, I began each transcript by
setting up a table as the one mentioned above. I added the participant identification number, the
date, the type of background, and the title of the composition based on children’s words and/or
fieldnote data. I added the beginning timestamp of where the event occurred in the video footage.
After this, I engaged in an iterative, yet non-linear process of viewing the video and screencast
simultaneously, noting information in each of the columns provided in the table. I paid attention
to children’s communication that occurred on and off the screen as I described what I observed.
One of the challenges in creating these transcripts is how to break up the process through
strategic time stamps by giving just enough information in each stopping point. This resulted in a
seamless story-like description of the event.
Although I did not create a multimodal transcript for each and every composition, I
carefully selected screencasts and video clips that most adequately revealed multimodal
composing practices I observed. As a result, this produced what Kress (2001) defined as a
“serious look at the multiplicity of modes which are always and simultaneously in use [showing]
conclusively that meaning resides in all modes and that each contributes to the overall meaning
of the multimodal ensemble in quite specific ways” (1).
Intentionally highlighting four focal participants who demonstrated multimodal
composing behaviors that were noted in the twelve total participants, corresponded with my
theoretical framework, and afforded a thick description of children’s digital composing practices
that helped me accomplish “depth and specification” (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012, p. 177) in
this study. Regardless of this being the case, the analysis, findings, and conclusion highlighted
useful features in learning more about children’s digital multimodal composing practices. The

56

study demonstrated the importance of noting children’s composing as a process, rather than the
product since it was through the analysis of their processes that best revealed the multi-layered
approach of multimodal meaning making.
Composition Selection
Before even conducting my study, I recognized that my data sources would generate a
large amount of data. Over the eight weeks of the study, I conducted 18 observations, collected
15 video recordings that were 45-60 minutes in length, and saved 144 digital compositions from
12 children. Although I reviewed all field notes, video recordings, and digital compositions in
order to best select focal examples, I did not include an in-depth explanation of each one. The
way I selected what to highlight was based on what I saw that best responded to the research
question. There was neither time nor space to create multimodal transcripts on all 144 digital
recordings, nor did this correspond with my process for selection. Since this study design was
not prescriptive, some children generated multiple examples while others composed and saved
only a select few. In some cases, I had to select only the three compositions that best represented
the whole and in other cases, I could only use what was provided.
I examined both the denotation and connotation of each mark made (Barthes, 1977).
Denotation refers to the literal meaning of a particular sign. For instance, a picture containing
three circles on a screen could be defined as circles. Connotatively, however, these lines could
represent a child’s favorite fruit, grapes. The connotative meaning involves personal associations
and is culturally based. Since connotation is context-dependent (Chandler, 2007); I needed to
recognize how I was situated in that context and also acknowledged the children’s specific
context and cultural background in order to interpret what the children where communicating. It
was useful that I was in the classroom three days a week for almost two months, and I had a
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long-standing relationship with the teachers and school. I was able to closely observe children
during their compositions, which provided me with even deeper impressions of the meaning
conveyed. Even more important, I shared in cultural understanding of the children with similar
possessing a similar background and filled in the gaps of knowledge I had by researching the
terms I heard and connecting to the interests of the children. In addition, holding the different
modes in tension throughout the multimodal analysis process resulted in clearer connections
between the denotative and connotative expressions.
Quality
Persistent Observation
While conducting my study, it was important that I solely focused on the inquiry at hand
in order to orchestrate a persistent observation. As an educator, I was excited with many things I
noticed in the classroom, but for the purposes of this study in order to demonstrate persistent
observation (Lincoln & Guba, 1986), it was paramount that I concentrated on the question I had
established.
Triangulation of Data
Triangulation of data was a way that a qualitative researcher can show the quality of
work by using a variety of methods and data sources in the quest for exploring the research
questions. I used several methods and sources throughout my study and ran that across my
analysis so as to ensure this level of quality. I utilized my observational fieldnotes, video and
audio recording, and children’s artifacts in the form of screen recordings.
Thick Description
In writing my narrative, I provided many details on the participants, environment, and
composing events’ phenomena so that readers can thoroughly understand the experiences
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involved in the study. I began each portrait with an ethnographic presence to help the reader, in a
sense, join me in what I experienced sitting beside the children. I included information of what I
observed while keeping my interpretations and questions separate.
Ethics
This study involved research using video with young children. There were a number of
ethical considerations involved. First, obtaining child assent and parent consent was absolutely
necessary. I did this by contacting the school, which shared my IRB parent consent form along
with an introduction to my study with the parents of the children in the three and four-year-old
classroom. I ensured that I received consent forms before I began collecting data. Since the iPads
were integrated into the writing center, the children could freely choose to participate in the
compositions.
Since this study involved working with and recording video data about young children, it
was my responsibility to ensure the highest level of protection for my participants’ privacy. Steps
that I took to ensure these protections included the following: (1) Securely uploaded video data
directly to a secure password-protected account of which only I have access, (2) Used
pseudonyms for the school and participants, and (3) Received permission from participants and
participants’ parents to use photo and/or video recording for educational purposes as well as
scholarly endeavors. They gave their consent with full knowledge that their children’s faces
would be captured and included in the dissertation. It was important that children could assent,
and parents could consent without undue pressure (Heath, Hindmarsh, & Luff, 2010). Securing
parents’ consent for children to participate was the initial step, but then I engaged in numerous
opportunities to seek assent from the children (Wiles et al., 2008). The video camera was in plain
view, and I continually asked them about their participation. It was very common to discuss the
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permission needed to be video recorded, and the children were even instructed to only take
photographs of other children with their permission and only if their parents had agreed to their
participation. In addition, Heath et al. (2010) encouraged asserting the importance of including
this type of data. Because I decided to focus upon exploring children’s digital composing
practices and the semiotic resources used, I realized that I needed video to explore the various
modes with which children communicated (Jewitt, 2012a). Although I could not secure their
anonymity in the video data I collected, I secured their confidentiality by using pseudonyms for
the school and for the participants involved (Derry, 2007).
Data analysis began simultaneous to data collection. The video data was transcribed and
numerically coded so to secure identifying features. All physical documents including
identifiable information was kept in a locked filing cabinet when not in active use. Electronic
data containing this type of information was saved to a password protected account with access
restricted to myself. I kept and will keep the research records on file for at least 5 years after the
end of this study. I informed all participants that video recording and still video footage
(screenshots) would be used for educational purposes in the study of emergent literacy in early
childhood education.
Digital Composing Practices
In the next four chapters, I will discuss children’s multimodal digital composing practices
through four focal participants’ work. Through multimodal analysis, I will note the many
alterations that take place through their compositional development as they convey meaning in a
variety of modes. As I describe their interactions and alterations, I will highlight how they chose
to communicate their representations (decision points), and how these communicative efforts
were received and even at times shaped by others. I will also include children’s preferred modes
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of communication and how these modes interact with others to create deeper meaning.
Interactions and Alterations
The children’s digital composing events were comprised of inherently complex
interactions with the screen and the application’s features, their interactions with each other, and
their interactions as they reflected on what they had composed. Detailing children’s digital
composing practices from a social semiotic, multimodal frame revealed the intricacies involved.
Children interacted with themselves as they expressed meaning through multiple modes and
reflected on the nature of their expression. This resulted in decisions to enhance, revise, and
sometimes begin in a new direction. They interacted with their peers through talk, gestures, and
various forms of play. Children interacted with the tool as they used its many affordances to
compose.
I will focus on children’s interactions and the alterations that occurred through the
process of their composing event. Alteration can be defined as, “the action or process of making
a change in the appearance or form of something” (MacMillian Dictionary, n.d.). Utilizing a
social semiotic, multimodal approach, their detailed compositional expressions highlighted the
many shifts inherent in their process. I will emphasize the importance of viewing children’s
composition as a multimodal process rather than interpreting the product of the composing event
because this makes it possible to see the process of transduction as children shift their meaning
across modes (Jewitt et al., 2016). In doing so, I will also demonstrate the need to value the
multiple modes involved in communication and representation. In fact, Mavers (2011) described
social semiotics as a “a coherent theoretical and analytical framework unrestricted to any one
mode [which] provides a means for examining representation and communication irrespective of
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what it is” (p. 6). Educators can best support the development of children’s communication by
recognizing and valuing the multiple modes inherent in their expressions.
As children composed, meaning was created through the marks they created on the
screen, the comments they made about what they were making, the gestures they used, and the
facial expressions they displayed as they communicated their ideas. Children’s meaning making
took various forms and needed to be closely examined in real time to focus on their
communication alone without a strong influence of adult-view taking precedence. Through a
careful analysis of observation, children’s multimodal expression through composing events was
revealed.
Preferred Modes in Multimodal Communication
As I describe four children’s digital composing practices, I will illustrate their preferred
modes they utilized as they composed and the decision points involved in their composing
process. I will present a portrait characterizing each of the four participants. In these portraits, I
am not looking for simple definitions of what children were composing, but I am exploring the
meaningfulness expressed in the composing event (Mavers, 2011). This means that I am
listening to what children convey as they compose, and I am noting their many forms of
expression. I am not asking them about their meaning after their composing event, and I am open
to the shifting nature of their meaning. I will highlight four approaches to digital composing
revealed in the analysis process: composing using the linguistic mode, composing using the
visual mode, composing using the gestural mode, and composing using the aural mode. These
four characteristics represented the most commonly observed digital composing practices in this
eight-week study.
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The value of utilizing a social semiotic, multimodal frame will be made more apparent
with the accentuation of one particular preferred mode. Although there were other modes present
in the composing event and accounted for in the multimodal transcript, the preferred mode was
determined on its importance to the meaning making expression. With this set up, it will be
easier to see the affordances of each mode that has been prioritized. It will also accentuate the
downfalls of attending to only one mode, which is what happens in many classrooms. The modes
that have been traditionally valued are the linguistic and visual mode. This value has been
expressed by the numerous studies focused on children’s speech and finished work. With the
concept of multimodality, there is an opportunity to value other modes such as gestural and
aural. The challenge we have as educators is to put priority on things that are not as easily
captured, but as our tools shift, we and the children we serve have the opportunity to record even
more multimodal, meaning making expressions.
Since young children communicated with each other and their environment through
multiple modes, it was necessary to look at the intersections between the modes used. First,
Jenna will show herself to be a creative, self-editing narrator through her composition. Her
drawing-telling engagement will highlight the intricacies of the linguistic (verbal) mode and
illuminated how the other modes involved supported her communication. As a narrator, Jenna
will guide you with her words as she composes. Wright (2007) pointed out the importance of
adults recognizing the agency of the narrator and paying heed to the child’s purpose when
attempting to understand the meaning of a sign. In Jenna’s case, this is fairly straightforward as
she describes what she is doing and what it means. Her narration is integral in identifying what is
going on in her thought processes and composing decisions. Whereas other children only declare
the meaning of their composition at the end, Jenna verbalizes what she is composing as she
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composes as well as once she finishes. The following selected episodes will reveal how she selfedits through her talk alouds, how she “tests” ideas with peers, and how she alters her
representations as a form of play.
Finally, chapter eight will describe the findings in terms of the research question and
relate the findings to the field of literature. It will provide how this study informs early childhood
education and possible avenues of future research.
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Chapter 4
Jenna: Alterations in Compositional Play
“That’s me, wearing my tutu to go to ballet class” (Jenna, 4/12/17)
It is a Wednesday morning in the busy classroom as children choose their centers. After
signing into the writing center, Jenna plops down into her chair with an expression of eagerness
to begin her work on an iPad. She selects Sago Mini Doodlecast on the screen and waits
momentarily for the app to open. Jenna touches the icon with four squares in the top corner to
see the various templates available. Noting the frame template, she touches it and listens to the
prompt, “Who is in your family?”
Taking a couple moments to select her first color, purple, Jenna draws a purple circle
with one swoop of her finger and quickly adds two dots, spaced evenly apart. Carefully
positioning her finger inside the circle underneath the right dot, Jenna draws a curved line
stopping just before the left dot. She adds a small stroke to the left-side of the line, making it
appear more as a smile. Soon after, she swipes two lines down the outside of each side of the
circle. She pauses there as if to contemplate what to do next.
Beginning with purple, she makes overlapping lines on top of the circle. She changes her
color selection to yellow. “Actually, yellow for hair,” she says. Marking yellow lines on top of
the circle, she then states, “That’s a picture of me.” Moving her finger quickly back and forth,
she constructs a good amount of yellow hair on the head. She turns her attention to the midsection and draws a yellow, zigzag line across the section. She moves just a smidge above this
line to repeat her actions, and then she moves in between the lines adding layers of zigzag.
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“There! My tutu’s all done.” She has declared her representation as a tutu and that it is
complete. “That’s me wearing my tutu to go to ballet class.” It is at this time, I can clearly
conclude that she has created a picture of herself engaging in a real-life experience.
Selecting red from the palette once more, she creates scribbled marks at the bottom of
each leg. Composing a looped line between the two “shoes” or ballet slippers, rather, Jenna
states, “my tights.” She continues with red, wavy lines flowing from each side of her tights.
“Look at my picture!” she exclaims. “It’s me at ballet class. I had ribbons, and I tied a
bow,” she explains as she demonstrates in the air how she ties a bow. When I ask her about the
red, wavy line, she names the lines as “the string.”
She then immediately draws another string in purple. Starting from the left, the string
wraps onto itself as it crosses the bottom of the left leg. Then, using her pincer fingers on both
hands, she draws shapes simultaneously appearing as loops in a bow. “There,” she says, “that’s
the bow. I tied the bow, I tied the bow there.” Her interactions using her pincer fingers and the
screen appeared as though she were grasping a shoelace in each hand.
The description above describes Jenna’s engagement in a composing event. Describing
the occurrence of events in words is one thing, but to be able to intricately examine the multiple
components involved in children’s communicative practices is quite another. Although Jenna
utilizes multiple modes to compose, her linguistic mode is highlighted in revealing specific
characteristics of the composing process. In the following multimodal transcript, follow the
timestamps while paying attention to what is said, what is drawn, and what her hands and face
may be expressing. For instance, note Jenna’s concentration as she forms the face and hair and
recognize her jaw following the jagged line she creates for a tutu. Pay particular attention to the
edits she makes in the compositional process. When she recognizes she her to represent her hair
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in yellow, she then marks over the purple lines and identifies herself in the composition. This
editing process occurs again as she draws her tights and ties the bow. When asked about the
meaning of the red marks, she clarifies visually through the use of purple to demonstrate her act
of tying the bow. Finally, note the final column that details Jenna’s decision points. In addition,
specific decision points that highlight how children use additional modes for the purposes of
communication or meaning making with others are marked with an aesterisk.
Multimodal Transcript: The Linguistic Mode and Self Editing
Table 4.1: 4/12/17 Prompt: People in My Family, Tying the Bow
Time

Narrative:
Speech

36:17

None

Right index
finger
swoops
curved line

Jenna begins to
smile as she
marks a smile
on what appears
to be a face.

36:51

Actually...
yellow for
hair

Right index
finger
moving up
and down
on screen.
Pauses to
select color.

As she draws
the hair, she
recognizes the
need to change
these marks to
yellow

Right index
finger

She covers the
purple marks
with yellow
marks

36:52

Graphic: Image

Embodied:
Hands
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Embodied: Face

Decision Points

Table 4.1: 4/12/17 Prompt: People in My Family, Tying the Bow
37:03

That’s a
picture of
me

Right index
finger, then
index and
middle
finger, then
all four
fingers.

She uses one
finger at a time
before deciding
to use all four
fingers to
construct the
hair

37:15

She notices one
leg shorter than
the other and
extends it down

37:47

Right index
finger,
jagged lines
from right
to left

37:51

There- my
tutus all
done.
That’s me
wearing
my tutu to
go to
ballet
class.

Lifts iPad
and tilts it
towards me

38:07

Ahhh

Rests face
in hands

68

Lower jaw moves back
and forth

Jenna moves her
jaw in
correspondences
with the jagged
marks (facial
expression,
mark making).

Tilt iPad
towards
researcher

Table 4.1: 4/12/17 Prompt: People in My Family, Tying the Bow
38:58

The tights.
Look at
my
picture!

Right index
finger
creating
red, stiff,
jagged lines

When
composing the
tights, she
tightens her
finger as she
moves it up and
down

R: Can
you tell
me about
it?
39:02

That’s me!

Right hand
points to
self and
then up

*She points to
self when
saying “That’s
me!”

39:14

It’s me at
ballet
class
where I
had
ribbons
and I tied
the bow.
R: What’s
the red
part you
drew?

Raising her
elbows, she
demonstrate
s tying a
bow in the
air by
clasping her
index
fingers and
thumbs and
pulling
them apart

*She uses
gestures in
addition to
speech as she
illustrates how
she ties a bow

39:27

There,
that’s the
bow! I tied
the bow. I
tied the
bow there.

Fingers
posed
holding
imaginary
laces,
pulling to
tighten the
knot of the
bow

*Her fingers
hold imaginary
laces as she ties
the bow on the
screen
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The Role of the Linguistic Mode
The multimodal transcript offered a vantage point of exquisite detail in order to see the
narration of Jenna’s work expressed through her fingers, facial expression, and words. This finegrained transcription provided a vantage point unlike others, in that, it showed how modes
interact to create meaning. Jenna’s use of the linguistic mode was prominent as she voiced her
compositional decisions and as she described what her marks meant. It became most apparent
when she was describing the act of tying her bow and demonstrated this action in multiple ways.
For instance, as Jenna lifted her fingers to tie a bow in the air, she moved her creative expression
from one plane to another (Siegel, 1995).
Children engaged in composing events often narrated what they were composing in real
time. Although Jenna’s narration is limited at first, she uses it more towards the end of her
composition. As I explored the multimodal ensembles available in Jenna’s work, I noted the
layered effects that her mark making, gesture, facial expression, and narration had on
composition. In the first marked time, Jenna constructed a face, adding two eyes and a mouth.
What was particularly intriguing was the smile on Jenna’s face as she swiped her finger on the
screen from left to right to add the mouth to the face she was creating. Demonstrating confidence
in her compositional decisions, she appeared to be following an approach to composing a person
as she began with the circle, incorporated a few key facial features, and moved onto drawing
lines down from the head to represent the neck and body of the person. From my years of
experience in the classroom as well as in this study, I watched this specific form appear countless
times in different children’s compositions. Although Jenna had yet to utter a word in this
construction, she was narrating through her marks and facial expression. Wright (2007)
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described children’s drawing-telling activities as featuring both verbal and non-verbal modes,
and how important it is to consider both.
Decision Points: Self-Editing
Children often revised their compositional decisions and how they best wanted to
represent meaning. Jenna paused herself in the middle of constructing her hair to select the color
that best matched her own. The multimodal analysis considered various modes such as visual
and aural, and the transcript revealed how she named this ballerina after herself. When she said,
“Actually, yellow for hair,” the multimodal transcript showed what she said as well as what she
did. She interrupted the process of constructing her hair to select a new color before she resumed
her work. Although she had already made the hair marks, she used the yellow tool to mark
directly on top of the purple. This was where her role as narrator revealed the alterations or
evolutions involved in young children’s composing practices. She verbally acknowledged that
she was using yellow to represent her blond hair. “Actually, yellow for hair,” she said. When she
made this change and self-edited her picture, she then identified herself in the composition by
claiming, “That’s a picture of me.” It was by considering the whole process and the pieces
involved that depicted a more accurate description of the entire composing event. Removing
assumption from comprehension is a key element to understand children’s meaning making.
At times, children’s edits were inspired by others’ remarks and questions in terms of the
meaning involved in what was represented. Children intentionally select the modes by which
they can share the meaning of their representations. Towards the end of this composing event,
Jenna created her tights and tied the laces on her ballet slippers. She did this first by creating the
laces through the marks she made on the screen. When I asked her to tell me about what she
created. She said, “That’s me,” as she pointed her thumb towards herself. In this, she utilizes the
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linguistic and gestural mode to communicate. She continues telling me about her work by saying
she was at ballet class, and she tied her bow. As she said, “…tied the bow,” she used gesture to
demonstrate tying a bow in the air. When I asked about the meaning of the red marks she added
to the bottom of the screen, she edited her composition as she selected purple and demonstrated
once again the act of tying her bow by using her pincer fingers to draw the act of tying the bow.
As she edited her composition, she utilized a distinguishing color and modeled with her fingers
the way she grasped her laces and pulled her bow tight. As she completed this action she said,
“There, that’s the bow! I tied the bow. I tied the bow there.”
Jenna created a representation of her experience in getting ready for ballet. In depicting
the laces on her ballet slippers, she created a representation that held meaning for herself (Kress,
2010). When I inquired the meaning of those specific marks, she lifted her arms to demonstrate
the act of tying the bow. Although the marks she initially used to demonstrate tying the bow
were enough for her meaning making, she recognized the need to clarify this meaning to others.
She did this in two ways: gesturally and visually. She purposefully selected additional modes in
order to convey her meaning to another person. Because I am accustomed to tying the laces of
ballet slippers and shoes in general, the gesture she used was easy for me to understand.
The multimodal transcript exposed how Jenna was involved in creating, evaluating, and
editing in real time. She was self-directed, where she did not wait for a “more knowledgeable
other” (Vygotsky, 1978) to tell her what she needed to do to improve. Early literacy skills
revealed in children’s compositions is more than teaching children to transfer their drawings to
printed words; it is necessary to note the priority that needs to be placed on modeling and
observing multimodal composing practices that enhance meaning making. When these practices
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are identified as important in meaning making, these forms of expression will also be accepted
beyond the emergent literacy years.
Children’s compositions often involved “testing” their ideas with their peers, and
sometimes these tests took interesting twists such as in the next example. Jenna’s narration will
establish the initial purpose of her composition and will help guide the significant changes that
will take place. By what she will say and what she will compose, it will be evident that she
intends to draw a depiction of her friend and herself coming to the table to sign up for the iPads.
In an instance, this purpose dramatically changed through the creation or occurrence of a great
storm that covered everything. Although there will not be a multimodal transcript for this
example, the description will show more than one mode present. In this next example, the role of
narration illustrated the alterations involved in children’s compositions as ideas were tested out
on each other.
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“I’m Making Me:” A Vignette Illustrating Testing Ideas

Figure 4.1: Before the storm

Figure 4.2: After the storm

Jenna and Leo are composing at the writing center this morning. Jenna selects the camera
option for her compositional background. She takes a photograph of her empty classroom. She
captures the view from the south side of the writing center: the writing table with her jacket on
top, a nearby chair, and the video camera are in view. After confirming this selection, she thinks
for a few moments on what she wants to draw in the photograph.
Touching the screen with her index finger, she begins at the edge of the desk and draws a
red circle. She marks two dots inside the circle with the second dot slightly larger than the first
and a line underneath to constitute what appears to me to be a face. As she adds one line from the
top of the circle down the side and a few more horizontal stripes across the top of the circle, she
states, “I’m making me.” She points to herself with her clenched fist and thumb touching her
chest. Extending the line from the top of the circle and down the right side of the circle, she
continues drawing the line another inch below the circle. She adds an additional line on the left
side in perfect symmetry while stating, “I’m making me standing on the ground [takes a breath],
signing up, and going to the iPads.” She giggles. “That’s a picture of me. And my friend Leo is ri-i-i-ght…here,” she says as she begins drawing a smaller circle and two dots representing eyes
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on the right side of her page. In a quick moment, Jenna makes a small “V” shape under the face
perhaps to represent his smile that cannot fit onto his face. “And his hair is…,” she says as her
voice trails off. As she narrates the process of adding his hair, she turns her face towards her peer
as thought to look at Leo’s hair and then back to the screen. She bursts out into laughter as she
notices his “hair” completely covers his face. When she glances back, she notes the results of her
decision and laughs out loud as she points at his face. She says, “That’s what I did,” she exclaims
as she scrunches her face and points down at her screen.
Leo bends towards Jenna’s screen. Her friend seeing the jumble of lines interjects,
“That’s not me.” She answers, “I was make--I was trying to make you.” I make the suggestions
that she could try again. She reasons, “But I’m going to do, I’m going to do my [picture of a]
storm.” She leads us in her story through her words and what she creates by saying, “The storm’s
outside. The storm is covering everyone.” She begins making storm-like sounds of strong winds
as she covers her screen with red loops expressing, “Ju-ju-ju-shhhh.” She says, “It’s covering the
step of (storm-a)” as she lifts her hand as though to present her work. She continues marking on
her page with blue and purple stating, “The greatest storm ever! It covers the whole town.”
As Jenna selects the checkmark in the upper right-hand corner to save her composition, I
mention to Jenna and Leo to pay attention to the replay of her composition. I suggest that I could
help them pause exactly where Leo is before the storm occurred. The two children eagerly move
closer to the screen to watch the events unfold.
In this particular episodic description, the camera continues to run as children are
involved in the compositional process even after they have finished drawing. Since the app
allowed for the children to review their work, they could enhance the meaning involved. While
the recording plays, Jenna watches intently and points repeatedly to the top of her head as she
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hears the recording say, “This is me,” and she repeats, “That’s me.” Even Leo chimes in by
touching Jenna’s arm confirming, “That’s you” and she points her thumb to her chest as she
smiles and says, “That’s me.” As the composition moves to the place of Leo, I point towards the
screen and say, “See, Leo.” Leo bends closer to Jenna’s screen and looks at the representation,
and they both laugh as the marks suddenly move across his face. Jenna explains, “Your hair is
going across your face” describes as she moves her hand down her face, demonstrating where the
hair fell. Leo taps Jenna’s arm and says, “That’s me and this is Jenna.” They finish watching the
recording while noting the voices they hear in the recording.
Making Changes Based Upon Peer Feedback
Children often tested out ideas with their peers as they composed. When they tested their
ideas with peers, they often made changes based upon their peers’ reactions. When viewing this
from a social semiotic perspective, this is due to the struggle to obtain shared meaning. They
seek a common “language” in how they use various modes to make meaning. In a unique way,
Jenna appeared to remain steadfast in her intentions, but she determined her own way to create
shared understanding. Referencing a common classroom experience as she recalled the
procedure for signing up to use the writing center’s iPads, she claimed, “I’m making me…I’m
making me standing on the ground, signing up and going to the iPads (giggles). That’s a picture
of me.” The photograph of the classroom she took as well as the stick figure she constructed
were both recognizable to me and her peer based upon our cultural context and shared
understanding of that standard procedure and common depictions of people.
As she proceeded to represent Leo, a notable shift in that shared meaning occurred. By
narrating her drawing, she alerted us to her meaning represented by her marks, “And Leo’s right
here…and his hair…ha ha ha.” When Leo saw the result of her decisions, he disagreed with the
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interpretation. “That’s not me,” he said. She responded by saying that she attempted to make
him, and this was the result. Leo most likely was reacting to what he saw, which was a circle-like
shape with non-sensical marks inside of it. He did not accept the meaning that Jenna attempted to
share. Instead of recreating Leo in response to his reaction and my own suggestion, she
transformed her entire meaning by introducing a storm that covers everyone in the picture.
Although her large, swirly marks across the screen may have appeared haphazard, Jenna’s
narration of this event revealed her intentionality and guided her audience in the specifics of
what she composed. As the storm suddenly appeared in her composition, she talked about its
location and its effect on those depicted in her composition. “It’s covering everyone,” she said.
Reinforcing the idea of a storm, she begins making storm-like sounds to go along with her
depiction. Based upon our cultural context, we shared in her interpretation of what she
composed, and Jenna ended her composition by declaring it, “The greatest storm ever.”
Multimodal analysis revealed Jenna as one who tested out an idea with a peer and then
determined a path to follow. When her friend refuted the idea that the image she composed was a
representation of him, she responded with, “I was make- I was trying to make you.” She
reasoned with him, even explaining how his hair covered his face, but she did not change her
interpretation of what she had composed. When I suggested that she used the eraser tool to try
again, she informed me, “But I’m going to do, I’m going to do my picture of a storm.” Her
composition shifted to the creation of a storm. Even though Leo and I both, in a way, attempted
to persuade her to change her composition, she asserted her idea of creating a storm, a
representation that had meaning to others and could be more readily communicated. Her whirling
marks that blurred the specific lines once constituting herself and her friend, resulted in a screen
of what would probably appear to an outsider as haphazard marks on the screen. Rather, they
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provided an opportunity to see children’s creative decisions involved in the compositional
process.
Decision Points: Testing Ideas with Peers
Multimodal analysis illustrated how Jeanna utilized various modes in which she
conveyed meaning. She first took a photo of her classroom and then began creating a
representation of herself and Leo approaching the table to sign up for the iPads. When she
constructed Leo’s face and her marks obscured what she intended to depict, she laughed and
brought her hands up to cover her mouth. She acknowledged, “That’s what I did,” but she did not
state the specifics of what she made as she had done in previous instances. She recognized the
challenge others would have in receiving the meaning of what she had composed. When she
shifted her narrative to that of a storm, she intentionally represented something that could more
readily be communicated visually and auditorily. As she constructed her storm, she used a
“whoosh” sound to signify the strength of the storm, and she demonstrated the havoc produced
by the storm as her fingers swirled across the page almost like a rotating twister.
Even after the act of drawing ending, the compositional event continued. In reviewing her
work, she pointed to the depiction of herself, “That’s me.” When she heard her voice on the
recording, she smiled wide and tapped the top of her head as she said, “That’s me!” When her
friend said, “That’s you,” she responded by pointing her thumb towards her chest, “That’s me.”
In this exchange, her narration also impressed the value of self as she took pride her in her
construction. Additionally, the gestures she used enhanced the meaning created through her
marks and words.
In the next episode, Jenna’s narration revealed alterations through play as she composed
pennies and then ponies. Again, the narration she provided allowed those around her to follow
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her unfolding composition and the inherent meaning making involved. Note the numerous
transitions involved as she enjoyed the playful interaction with her peer and the screen. After she
created a number of pink dots on her screen, she told her audience that there were pennies
everywhere in the store. She then described and drew a storm coming into the market. Once the
storm occurred, the pennies turn into Shopkins and then My Little Ponies. Pay attention to the
way her marks connected with meaningful things in her life, yet the marks provided opportunity
for multiple expression. In this playful composition, the children exchange ideas and create
representations that shift in meaning.

“From Pennies to Ponies:” A Vignette of Alterations in Play

Figure 4.3: Pennies

Figure 4.4: Ponies

Jenna clicks through the options of prompts and settles on the scene of a store. Tagged
with the question, “What do you buy at the store?” the prompt provides a cash register on a
counter with a line representing a shelf a few inches above. Jenna thinks for a moment on the
prompt she has selected and touches the pink circle to choose her color.
Starting at the lower left edge of the cash register display screen, she lightly touches the
right-hand of the screen with the tip of her finger to leave a small dot. Moving on a horizontal
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axis she quickly creates five dots evenly distributed across her page to the left side of the screen.
She dots moving up twice before dotting across the page in the opposite direction. As she moves
around the shelf area, her dots smear slightly on the page (instead of dots, small lines or marks).
In fact, in just 15 seconds, she has made 20 marks on her page.
“Pennies everywhere,” Jenna says in a cheerful tone. “My picture is pennies everywhere
at the market--then a huge storm is going into the market.” As she is saying these words, she
continues to dot her page, transitioning from dots to longer marks. She takes a sharp breath in as
she swipes her finger across the page, layer the storm in a pile of squiggles. Jenna selects black
as her next color of choice and continues swiping her finger across the page in smooth, loop-like
motion. Leo says he is making Lightning McQueen for Jayden, to which Jenna chimes, “And I’m
making the ‘Shop Kids Character’...Pinkie. I’m making the My Little Ponies, Pink is Pinkie Pie,
and the black is Twilight Sparkle.”
When I ask her to make circles that represent her characters, she responds by saying, “I
don’t know how to make circles, I make crazy-looking circles.” She selects green and swoops it
around the page as she has her pink and black colors. “I’m making all of the pony friends on top
of each other, trying to climb the mountain by standing on each other,” she remarks. She selects
purple and swirls a circle with markings inside with one quick, stroke. She continues on with this
type of marking, selecting yellow. “There’s a lot of little ponies in My Little Ponies World just
as I had it on my tv,” she explains. She marks a layer in pink and red.
There is a pause in the interaction with the iPads as she asks about where an assistant
teach who enters the room has been. The busyness of the classroom comes into focus on the
recording. When another child inquires about the iPad, Jenna confirms, “I’m still done--I’m
almost done because…”. She draws two marks across her page in red, she reiterates this process
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as she continues to the top right-hand corner of the screen. She then explains, “I’m making the
iPhone 6 for my brother but in different colors.”
Leo tells Jenna that he is covering his screen in red so that it can be lava. Jenna responds
by saying, “Bob is actually black...Bob is black.” Leo retorts, “I’m not drawing Bob.” Jenna goes
onto explain that Bob is from Angry Birds and he is black. Leo and Jenna continue their
conversation about Bob. “Now it’s going orange everywhere,” Jenna exclaims as she slides her
fingers across the screen, layering the lines on each other. Leo interjects, “That’s brown.” “I
tapped orange,” Jenna answers back. “Storm everywhere,” as she adds another layer of green.
She then taps the checkmark in the upper right corner of the screen to complete her composition.
Decision Points: Compositional Play
Children engaged in compositional alterations as a part of play. Jenna’s role as narrator
helped others to notice and interpret these alterations. Without the narration that imparted shared
cultural understanding, it would be challenging to understand the meaning of the marks made.
She intentionally dotted her screen first and then announced, “My picture is pennies everywhere
at the market.” Her picture began by making meaning through the template that showed a cash
register on a counter. It made sense to herself and those around her that there would be pennies
associated with the register, and the register signified that this was a type of store. Jenna decided
it was a market. With her statement, she increased the force of her touch on the screen so that her
dots looked more like lines. She said excitedly, “Then a huge storm goes again into the market.”
Her small marks shifted to fuller swipes as she covered her page with loops of pink before
transitioning to the color brown. Still speaking in the context of a market, she introduces the idea
of storm coming in. This might be due to the fact that her dots representing the pennies began
shifting into swipe-like marks, obscuring the shared meaning of pennies. To rectify this, she
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utilized the storm to re-establish the meaning in her image. Her composition continues to evolve
as she plays along with Leo. Her intentionality is less implied by her marks and more so
displayed in what she dictates her marks represent.
Peer Influence in Compositional Play
Children’s compositional play was most noticeable in their interactions with others, and
Leo certainly influenced Jenna’s compositional decisions. When Leo mentioned he was making
Lightning McQueen for Jayden as he swiped red, scribble-like marks on his screen, she began
describing and using specific colors of marks to represent a pony from Shopkins Kids and then
different ponies from My Little Ponies World. Her narration helped guide others in interpreting
the meaning of her marks as she changed her composition of a storm in the market to characters
she knew from her world. My personal challenge was that at the time of initial observation, I was
not familiar with Shopkins Kids or the characters in My Little Ponies World. I did not express
my confusion to Jenna, but I assumed this was a piece of her culture that I needed to research to
gain more understanding. As I studied this piece after the event, I googled these terms and found
Shopkins Kids and My Little Ponies World to be very popular with young children. In addition, I
found these characters in the toy section of Target, which helped me to recognize the
significance of these beloved characters.
Engaged in her playful event with Leo, Jenna was not concerned about making sure I
could understand her composition. As I suggested that she represent her characters with circles to
represent her characters, she responded by saying, “I don’t know how to make circles. I make
crazy-looking circles (voice emphasis on crazy).” I am very familiar with young children telling
me “I don’t know how,” when they do not want to do what I am asking. I concluded that the
shared meaning making was between Jenna and Leo, and it was not necessary for others to share
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this meaning as well. In fact, this was also evident when the pair disagreed about their meaning
making. Leo announced that he was making lava to cover everyone as he swiped large, red
marks to cover his page. Using a black mark, Jenna made what seemed to Leo as an out-of-place
remark when she said, “Bob is black.” He strongly retorted, “I’m not making Bob.” I believe this
to be an important point as it is very easy for adults to conclude these seemingly haphazard
marks as messy even if we acknowledge it as a form of play. When in reality, Jenna and Leo
were in the middle of sharing their meaning with each other, and it only mattered what each of
them thought of the other’s meaning making. Jenna and Leo shared a language as they intently
used colors to represent the characters that were meaningful to them.
Revealing Cultural Influences
Jenna’s alterations revealed in this composition were specifically a part of the play in
which she was engaged. When Leo mentioned that he was making Lightning McQueen for his
friend Jayden, Jenna responded by saying she was making the Shopkins Character, Pinkie. This
was a popular character from a cartoon. Then she switched gears as her Shopkins Pinkie Cola
became Pinkie Pie from My Little Pony. She said, “I’m making My Little Ponies. The pink is
Pinkie Pie and the black is Twilight Sparkle.” Her narration led her creation as she named what
her colors and marks represented. After adding green swipes onto her layers of pink and brown,
she said she was making all of the pony friends standing on top of each other, attempting to
climb a mountain. She followed similar marks using purple and yellow. She informed her
listeners, “There are a lot of ponies in My Little Ponies’ World just as I had them on my TV.”
She shifted her creation once again to say she was making an iPhone 6 for her brother but with
different colors and then she returned to creating a storm everywhere.
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As she pulled from her experiences at home, watching TV and perhaps playing with the
characters, she represented these characters with colors. Not intending to construct recognizable
shapes of the specific character, but by naming these characters, she gave them being. In other
words, her purposefulness reflected her meaningful multiple representations. Mavers (2011)
discussed the flexibility with which children approached their creations, and she encouraged a
social semiotic approach to be about investigating meaningfulness rather than decidedly defining
meaning. This instance was not an indication of her ability to form particular shapes, and there
were no restrictions or dictation on what she should draw. Her freedom offered her opportunity
to represent her creative thoughts in the way she determined best. The alterations throughout this
composition were interesting as they were fueled from her life experiences and inspired through
play. She utilized color for her representations. Since her representations were not determined by
shape, she easily created new meaning.
In all three of Jenna’s examples, she guided others through her alterations with the words
she used. At times, she needed to utilize additional modes such as sound effects and gestures to
confirm her meaning making, but this was not as common as her verbal descriptions. In the next
portrait, Cameron will illustrate the importance of the visual mode as he communicates
graphically. Although Jenna exemplified the role of the linguistic mode, announcing her
composition as it evolved and even at times sharing her intentions; Cameron, for the most part,
worked silently, offering little guidance and holding off until the composition was complete to
verbally share its meaning. Cameron will demonstrate how young children often express
meaningfulness in their life through the people, places, and things they chose to represent on the
screen. The focus on process will enable the observer to note how these ideas develop and how
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they are represented in real time. In his three episodes, Cameron will engage in pretend, self-edit
silently, and make visible the unseen.
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Chapter 5
Cameron: Making Thinking Visible
“Pretend…pretend this is a train track” (Cameron, 3/23/17)
It is a busy Wednesday morning in the 3 and 4-year-old classroom as children are
buzzing with excitement about a particular teacher-led art project at center time. As the children
are dismissed to their center time, Cameron and Jayden quickly write their names on the sign-in
sheet and sit down to begin work on the iPads.
As Cameron clicks the app and selects a template, he asks, “What’s it say?” Cameron had
tilted his head so that his ear was very close to the screen, which prompted me to notice that the
iPad’s volume had been turned down. Cameron pushed the iPad towards me, and I adjusted the
volume. I answered his initial question, “Who lives in the forest?” repeating what the prompt had
stated. “Bears,” Jayden answered. “Bears,” Cameron echoes as he turns smiling towards his
friend with his hands at the sides of the iPad. “Oh, I’m scared of bears,” Jayden exclaims as he
slaps his hands over his eyes. Cameron mimics this action as well. He then turns his attention to
his screen as he uses his thumb to touch the blank template. He rubs his right eye with the heel of
his right hand for a moment, and then dropping his hand, he says, “Ok.” It appears as though he
has decided what he wants to draw.
With a smile on his face, he selects the marker from the palette with his left index finger
and then his demeanor turns a bit more serious as uses his left index finger to begin a red,
vertical line from the top left corner of the screen. He moves his finger down the screen and then
back up without lifting his finger. He continues the line across the top of the screen, turning his

86

head towards his friend who has begun commenting on his own picture. Jayden is poking his
finger at the bottom of his screen saying, “It’s raining everywhere on the walk.” Cameron turns
his attention back to his screen and continues with a vertical line down the right side of the
screen. He then begins from the bottom left side and moves his finger across the bottom, using
his entire upper body to guide this action.
Cameron uses the erases to “clean up” his right-side vertical line after noticing the extra
marks created by the side of his hand. He then carefully fills in the red line to make it look
straight. “Pretend,” he says and then abruptly pauses as he moves his finger to a new place on the
screen. His finger hovers above the screen momentarily as he seems to think a bit more about his
picture. He then says, “Pretend this is a train track and…” as he motions his finger around the
edge of his screen. “And pretend…” his voice trails off as his friend, Jayden, is asking about his
own screen. It seems that Cameron was trying to explain his composition to Jayden, but Jayden’s
attention was somewhere else. Cameron continues with his plan as he draws a large, red circle on
the right side of his screen, adding two eyes and a smile. Next, he drags his finger to make a
horizontal line from the side of the face almost to the other side of the screen. In one continuous
line, he forms a large rectangle. He adds a vertical line inside this rectangle with additional
marks and pauses for a moment as Jayden once again is asking a question about his screen.
With his left index finger, he draws a vertical line in the middle of his rectangle, adds a
horizontal line to the bottom, and with a quick stroke, adds a flag at the top. “Look, I made…not
yet,” Cameron starts as he pushes the iPad towards the center of the table and tilts it my way.
Bringing it back to himself, he begins forming three red circles in a row under his rectangle. As
he finishes the last circle, he says in an excited hushed voice, “Thomas the Train, Thomas.”
When I hear this, I ask him about the object I see in the middle of his rectangle. He answers,
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“That’s the number one.” At this, he concludes his composition by touching the checkmark in
the upper right corner of the screen.
Cameron’s portraits reveal the significance of paying attention to the more silent types of
modes in which children compose. Although the visual mode is highlighted in his compositions,
observing the complexity of the meaning making involved is made possible through the
following multimodal transcript. Many times, children’s drawings are analyzed as a finished
product, but this fails to acknowledge the many decision points involved. It is these decision
points that are illuminated through close examination such as in multimodal analysis. It is
important to pay attention to the development of his composition, what may possibly influence
his decisions, and when he determines his piece is finished. For instance, note the attention
Cameron gives Jayden when Jayden describes his composition in the first few seconds of this
transcript. Pay attention to his construction of the red frame along the edges of the screen. Once
he has finished this frame, he invites others to “pretend” as he points to his screen. Watch the
events between 7:18 and 7:30, he is ready to announce his composition but holds off until it is
complete.
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Multimodal Transcript: Engaging in Pretend
Table 5.1: 4/5/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Thomas the Train
Time
3:43

Narrative:
Speech
C: Ok

Graphic: Image

Embodied:
Hands
Touching the
top corner
with left index
finger

3:47

J: It’s raining
everywhere on
the walk

Index finger
paused
momentarily
in corner
before moving
across the top
of the screen

3:49

J: Train tracks
everywhere

Pressing
firmly, he
moves down
the side of
page and then
back. Without
lifting, he
moves across
the screen.
In one
continuous
motion, he
moves his
index finger
across the
bottom of the
page.
Rests hands at
side of iPad

3:59

4:02

J: Where did
everybody
went? They left
a circle.
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Embodied: Face

Decision
Points
Cameron
touches the
marker to
make a thick
line, and he
selects red
(although it is
the default
color).

He presses
firmly and
outlines the
edge of the
screen as
though
forming a
frame.

Cameron
pauses in his
work to see
what his
friend is
pointing out.

Table 5.1: 4/5/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Thomas the Train
4:09

C: Somebody
left a circle

4:20

Rests hands at
side of iPad

Using his right
index finger,
Cameron
selects an
eraser and
begins to
carefully erase
the extra
marks made
with his hand
Rests hands at
side of iPad

4:26

4:29

J’s iPad: Playing
back the
recording

Rests hands at
side of iPad

4:39

C: Hee-hee

Rests hands at
side of iPad

5:15

C: Okay, fine!

Hovers finger
over J’s screen
as though to
play the
playback
video.

5:19

J: Do not press it
again, okay?

Hands quickly
moves to
forehead.
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Cameron
erases the
unintended
marks.

Cameron
smiles as he
reflects on
what he has
made.

He laughs
when he
hears
something on
the playback.
Cameron
continues to
watch
Jayden’s
work until he
decides to
interact with
his screen as
well. He is
playful in his
approach.
Cameron
reacts to
Jayden’s
reprimand by
resting his
left hand on
his forehead.

Table 5.1: 4/5/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Thomas the Train
5:23

C: Record

5:28

C: What’s this
say?
J: No- do not
press the button.

5:34

J: Do not press
the button when
I’m not pressing
the button.
C: Ok.
C: Umm...

5:48

6:17

6:29

C:
Pretend...pretend
this is the train
track.

His left thumb
selects the
record button
at the top
center of the
screen.
He points to
his friend’s
screen asking
about the
prompt.
He rests his
chin in his left
hand.
He reaches
over to touch
the red button
on the other
side of his
friend’s
screen.
He carefully
attends to
filling in the
screen’s
frame.

He uses his
left index
finger to point
to the frame
around his
screen.
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Cameron is
one of the
few who
attends to
specific
details on his
screen. He
notes the
eraser spot
that has left a
gap in his
frame, and he
meticulously
fills it in.
*He uses the
word
“pretend” as
though he
knows it
doesn’t quite
look like a
train track,
but he
understands
the
importance of
using
imagination
in
construction.

Table 5.1: 4/5/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Thomas the Train
6:40

C: And
pretend…
J: How did it do
that?

Using his left,
index finger,
he draws a
circle with two
eyes and smile
and then a
long
horizontal
line.

6:46

J: Tell me, how
do they do that?

Continuing
with his left
index finger,
in one fluid
motion, he
draws a
rectangular
shape.
Left index
finger, he
draws a line
down (inside
the rectangle),
a line across
the bottom and
a flag at the
top.
He rests his
face in his left
hand.

6:50

6:55

J: When I
paused it.

7:02

R: So, when you
touch the
recording
feature, it either
records it or
pauses it.

Rests hands at
side of iPad
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*Cameron
asks his
audience to
pretend as he
decides his
main
character
should take
up most of
the screen.

Cameron
again attends
to his friend’s
work as he
friend is
asking
question
about the
app’s features
and how the
pausing
feature
works.

Table 5.1: 4/5/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Thomas the Train
7:18

C: Look, I
made...not yet.

Uses hands on
each side of
iPad to push
towards the
center and
towards me.

7:30

C: Thomas the
Train!

Using his
right, index
finger he
draws 3 small
circles
underneath the
rectangle.
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*Cameron is
just about to
announce his
drawing and
he realizes it
not complete,
so he quickly
pulls it in
towards
himself.
Cameron
finishes his
work, and
immediately
announces
that it is
Thomas the
Train.

The Role of Visual Communication
In composing events, children often visually communicated those things most important
to them. Cameron composed people, objects, and events that he cared about deeply. His care was
shown through his thoughtful, deliberate decisions as well as how he engaged his audience. This
first portrait highlighted his emphasis on the visual mode throughout his compositions as he was
for the most part silent, and his hands were only busy to form the images on the screen. Different
than Jenna who announced what she created before and while she was creating, Cameron
generally informed others of his composition after he created them.
Children generated ideas of what they wanted to create as they were reminded of an
experience or a significant person or object through a prompt, a happening in the immediate
surroundings, and many times through peers’ comments and shared ideas. In this case, Cameron
was working with one of his closest friends, Jayden. Their friendship was evident in my
observational notes as I noticed Jayden and Cameron sharing many moments together throughout
the two months I was in the classroom. When Jayden was at the iPads with someone other than
Cameron, Cameron would typically stay close enough to pop in and ask about his composition.
This friendship influenced their creations as they compromised and negotiated their
compositions to share meaning with each other.
Inviting Others to Pretend
At the beginning of Cameron’s composition, he selected a blank screen and began to
outline his screen with a solid line. Jayden called out, “It’s raining everywhere on the walk.”
Jayden may have been referencing the previous day’s class field trip as they went on a walk.
Cameron, taking notice of Jayden’s statement, turned his head and his attention towards Jayden’s
screen. As he did, Jayden pointed to his picture and explained, “Train tracks everywhere.”
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Jayden’s comment most likely inspired Cameron to name the frame he created a track because he
a little later on he said, “Pretend…pretend this is a train track.” This idea of pretend was very
interesting as he ascribed the meaning of the red lines that framed his picture. He invited Jayden
to share in his meaning making, and in some ways, he acknowledged the ubiquitous nature of his
representation. Since his audience shared a common understanding of a train track, there was no
question about his representation and so it was not necessary to add additional explanation.
Cameron took great care in creating his composition just the way he wanted. In this
composing event, he was observed biting his lip while intently focused in constructing his frame.
As he created the bottom line, he paused to ensure the palette of tools (which appeared whenever
children lifted their fingers from the screen) did not interfere with the straightness, the exactness
of his line. The only way to keep the palette out of view was to make the horizontal line across
the bottom in one swipe, which proved to be challenging for the young children. Cameron took
note of the eraser tool and made use of it to “clean” his work from the unintended marks incurred
from his touch. A few children responded to these unwanted marks with the eraser while many
others scribbled over the marks. Cameron was one of the few children who attended to the
specific details of his composition. While reviewing the results of using the eraser to clean his
lines, he noticed the eraser spot that had left a gap in his frame, and he carefully filled it in.
Culturally Shared Understanding
Cameron demonstrated how he used visual expression to communicate as he
meticulously created the number one inside of a rectangle, using a serif on the top and a short
horizontal line on its base. This number one identified the train he was drawing as Thomas, but it
did not do this automatically for those not in his cultural context. Although Cameron and Jayden
shared this cultural understanding, I did not. Thomas the tank engine had been a popular piece of
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childhood culture for decades, and young children were typically very understanding of this
character and his distinguishing features. Although it was popular, I was not specifically tuned
into this identifier at the time of the study. When I saw the number one, I did not necessarily
recognize it as a “one” nor did I draw the connection that this was Thomas. With my life
changes, namely raising a young son who showed interested in Thomas during the time of
collecting and analyzing data, my perspective had shifted significantly. Now, I would be able to
quickly identify the significance of the number one in light of the character surrounded by a train
track.
Decision Points: The Role of Pretend
At times, children invited others to participate in their compositions by inviting them to
use their imaginations in a way to share in the meaning making process. In this specific episode,
Cameron verbally invited others to pretend in order to consider the way he represented an
important piece of his composition. This invitation to pretend was an opportunity to follow his
compositional process that he primarily communicated visually. He again invited others to
pretend as he began constructing the top of Thomas, but his voice trailed off as Jayden asked a
question. Just as children engage in pretend as they play, they also do this while composing. This
common act of playing pretend enabled Cameron to communicate the meaning of this part of his
composition. He intentionally pointed to the frame he created around his screen as he invited
others to pretend, adding an additional mode to communicate what he composed.
“Look, I made...not yet,” Cameron stopped himself from announcing his composition.
Similar to the way he had invited his audience to pretend along with him, he determined when he
wanted to present his work. He stopped himself from announcing what he made until he could
ensure it was communicated with what he represented in exactly the way he intended. After
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touching the screen to create three small circles under the large rectangle as wheels, he stated,
“Thomas the Train.” Based on our shared cultural context of trains, the three circles under the
rectangle signified wheels.
Although Cameron’s compositional alterations were subtle, they were influenced by a
friend and driven by one of his favorite things: Thomas the Train. Beginning as a frame-like
structure, it was after Jayden talked about making tracks, that Cameron invited his audience to
“pretend.” Perhaps it was his friend’s mention of making tracks that guided Cameron in deciding
his frame represented a train track. In this way, he encouraged others to see his marks as
representations and not get caught up in the “exactness,” rather go after the meaningfulness in
the marks he made. Cameron’s use of the visual mode illustrated the importance of noting the
placement of objects. The feature element of his composition was Thomas the Train; therefore,
Thomas was featured in the center, taking most of the screen’s space. The track was also
significant as it defined the purpose of Cameron’s work. Cameron’s decision for placing the
track around the perimeter of screen highlighted his thought process, including the compromises
he had to make in creating a 3-D figure in 2-D form. In this episode, Cameron illustrated how he
grew his idea throughout his composing event.
In the next example, Cameron will illustrate how children’s composing events involved
silent self-edits as they communicated visually. This was evident in the way Cameron corrected
his marks to most adequately represent the meaning he intended to share. The next example will
also offer a glimpse into the value of “slowing” the process of composition in order to see these
slight alterations. Similar to the sequence of Jenna’s three episodes, this next example will not
include a detailed, multimodal transcript, rather it will provide a thick description of the event
offering much to consider. Pay attention to his pauses, what he notices, and what he decides to
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do in his composition. Cameron will continue the theme of visual communication as he relates an
experience he had at Disney World.
“Riding a Trolley:” A Vignette Revealing Silent Self-Edits

Figure 5.1: Unfinished Road

Figure 5.2: Cameron riding trolley

It is a busy Tuesday morning, and this is the first day of the last week of the study. The
children are excited to draw today as they will have a little time to share their compositions with
the whole. Although this idea evolved a little later in the study, it proved to add purpose and
anticipation in the children’s work. In addition, working within the constraints of the space, the
last week provided the most opportunity for this experience.
Cameron and Jenna are sitting at the writing center, engaged in creating compositions.
Cameron begins a composition with a blank screen. After selecting the marker, he slides his
finger along the right edge of the screen to create a thick solid line from the bottom to the top. He
moves his finger across the bottom of the screen, but it does not seem to show a line on the
screen. Noticing he had trailed off a little to the left towards the bottom of the screen, he
repositions his finger and repeats his solid line to the bottom. Selecting the eraser tool, he erases
the bottom portion of his line that has overlapped and created a thicker area in his line. He
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continues to erase the entire line. A classmate standing close to the table notices Cameron’s work
and moves closer to gain a better view.
Cameron looks up towards me with a smile saying, “Tristan’s watching,” as Tristan
moves away to sign in on the sign-in sheet. Cameron watches his friend and corrects his
positioning of the sheet as Tristan noticed it full and needed to turn it to the other side. Cameron
said, “You can’t do it because it has to go like this,” as he fits the paper neatly under the clip of
the clipboard. “You have to do a nine,” he says as he points out to Tristan which line he should
write his name.
He resumes his work on the screen, making a small red mark in the lower left corner of
the screen. He uses the eraser to quickly erase it only to draw it once more. He selects the marker
again and draws a line across the bottom. This time, he pays little attention to its neatness, and he
selects the pencil (thin line) to fill in the gaps he missed. He continues thickening his line with
the pencil tool, moving his finger back and forth horizontally at the bottom of the screen.
Once finished with the bottom border, he turns his attention to the top of the screen and
creates what looks like a relaxed “m” shape. He finishes the lower right-edge of the “m” with a
circle as he loops his finger around the create a thickness to the shape. He moves to the left lower
edge of the “m’s” beginning and creates a small circle there. Just above this circle, he draws a
horizontal line that extends to the other side of the “m.” Shifting his gaze towards the top-left of
the screen, he creates a thin circle inside of the first loop in the “m.” Inside the circle, he makes
two dots close together, along with a curved line underneath. He quickly draws an “l” shape
extending from the bottom right edge of the circle and repeats in symmetry this shape on the left
bottom edge. Following this, he constructs a small horizontal line from one side of the “l” and
then repeats this on the other side. Composing next to him, Jenna asks, “Is that a man?” He says,
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“No, that’s a trolley,” and he creates a filled-in circle inside the right loop of the “m.” Jenna
adds, “That’s a man in a trolley.” After he finishes his composition, he shares that he rode a
trolley while visiting Disney World.
Slowing the Process: Silently Self-editing
Children engaged in composing events often silently self-edited their representations. The
recording of Cameron’s composition enabled the opportunity to see his intentional, though
seemingly minor edits. Although children often edited their compositions through color choices,
in this case, Cameron edited his composition through the use of lines. Throughout this
composing event, Cameron demonstrated his purposefulness in communicating a meaningful
event. Using several self-editing techniques, Cameron visually communicated riding a trolley. In
constructing the road upon which the trolley would go, Cameron noticed when his touch did not
result in the desired line. He repositioned his finger exactly where the line trailed off the screen
and filled it in. When the line appeared too thick, he utilized the eraser to thin it down.
Cameron played with the thicknesses of the different lines represented by the paintbrush,
crayon, and pencil. Moving between these tools and the eraser as he saw fit, Cameron
demonstrated his silent self-editing process. Once he determined the advantages of the thinnest
line, he began constructing the rest of his picture. His utilized the visual mode to construct
images to tell a story. The graphics he provided were intended to speak for themselves (Wright,
2007).
Correcting a Friend’s Assumption
Cameron announced what he created only at the very end of his composition, and this
announcement came in response to Jenna’s assumption. When she suggested it was a man, he
answered, “No, that’s a trolley.” Although Jenna was focused on the figure representing a person
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in the trolley, Cameron wanted the focus to be on the actual trolley. His communication centered
on the trolley as it constituted an experience he was recalling. After all, he had created the trolley
in the center of his screen, taking up most of the screen space. Perhaps it was in this struggle of
shared meaning making that Cameron’s experience was made most visible. He wanted to ensure
that others understand the significance of the trolley. If Jenna instead had asked Cameron, “Is
that you?” he may have answered with an affirmative. After he completed his composition, he
added more meaning to what he represented by talking about his experience of riding a trolley at
Disney World. This explanation was suitable for the cultural context, particularly since Walt
Disney World was not too far from the preschool, and it was easy to imagine Cameron being
able to ride a trolley at Disney World.
Through “Riding the Trolley,” Cameron demonstrated his meaningful experience through
the visual mode as he silently self-edited his composition, and it was recorded in real time.
Although challenging to note in a busy early childhood classroom, the screen recording of his
composition enabled closer inspection of the real-time decisions involved. With fine-grained
observation, it was possible to note these decisions as children used the visual mode with which
to communicate. If children’s compositions were only considered as a final product, it would
obfuscate the process by which the composition came to life. The focus on visual mode through
the process of children’s compositions highlighted the significance of attending to graphic
communication.
Decision Points: Correcting an Assumption
Cameron’s decision points were highlighted in his interactions with Jenna. Although he
did not invite her participation, she involved herself in interpreting his composition. “Is that a
man,” she asked. In order to communicate the meaning of his representation, Cameron promptly
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responded by saying, “No,” and filling in a red piece of the circle. Jenna did not point to the
“man” in the image, and perhaps Cameron wanted the focus to be on the trolley itself. When he
disagreed with her interpretation, he may have also considered that there was no man but only
himself represented in the composition.
Although Cameron did not explain to Jenna why he was creating a trolley, he later shared
with his class that he was composing an experience he had had at Disney on a trolley. Since I had
invited the children to share their compositions that day with the entire class, Cameron most
likely intended to share the meaning then and not before. Perhaps he saw Jenna’s question as an
interruption to what he was constructing.
In this next episode, Cameron will continue his role as a visual communicator and
illustrate how children made the unseen thing visible through their composing events. In this
next episode, Cameron will compose his expecting mom and unborn baby. Again, he will work
silently as he draws his mom, and then he focuses on depicting his unborn sibling. Note the way
he communicates his excitement through this visual representation, particularly as others ask
about his representation. Although this episode is brief, it will continue to highlight the role of
the visual mode in children’s compositions.

102

“Mommy and Baby:” A Vignette Exposing How to Make the Unseen Visible

Figure 5.3: Mommy

Figure 5.4: Mommy and Baby

Cameron settles down beside Callie to create his composition. He chooses a blank screen
and pauses for a moment before he decides what to compose. He selects the marker tool which
produces a thick line and forms a red, medium-sized circle in the middle of his screen. Without
hesitation, he adds two dots and a curved line. Underneath the circle, a little to the right,
Cameron draws a vertical line down his screen and then drags his finger to create an adjoining
horizontal line to the right. He immediately draws a symmetrical representation of this “L” shape
on the left side extending from the bottom of the circle. He continues his composition by
pressing his index finger to the top part of the right, vertical line and creating a horizontal line
parallel to the lower horizontal line at the bottom of the screen. He again repeats this action on
the left side with a slight tilt of the horizontal line upward.
Throughout this entire process, he communicates silently while keeping his gaze fixed on
the screen. He smiles at times and presses his lips together in concentration. When he swipes his
finger in a circular motion inside the two vertical lines, filling in the circle, he says, “I have a
baby! I have a baby!” Jayden, who was watching Callie’s screen, comes up behind Cameron to
ask, “Where’s the baby?” Cameron points at the filled-in circle in the middle of his person’s
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abdomen saying, “The baby’s over here. Baby, baby, baby, baby,” he repeats as he fills in the
abdomen and ends his composition.
Silent Communication
In composing events, children made the unseen visible. Using the visual mode to
communicate, Cameron created his mom and baby in this composition. Cameron drew his mom
in the center of the screen, showing the importance of her character. His movements were quick
and intentional. Although he did not speak a word until the end of his composition, he smiled
several times through the construction process, revealing his happiness and significant
connection with the representation. Immediately after drawing a filled-in circle in his mom’s
abdomen, he excitedly said, “I have a baby.” It was evident with his reaction that he felt
energized about this baby. From my two months in the classroom, I shared Cameron’s cultural
context by knowing his mom to be expecting a baby boy soon. From her coming into the
classroom on a couple occasions as well as the many times he would draw and speak of his mom
and his baby brother, I saw the significance of this depiction.
Decision Points: Creating Shared Meaning
Children’s representations were suitable for themselves, but at times they needed to
clarify the meaning of their marks to others. When Jayden asked about the baby’s location,
Cameron pointed to his mom’s abdomen and the red circle he had made there. “Baby, baby,
baby, baby,” he said as he filled in this area with red. His gesture of pointing as well as his words
added meaning as he translated his representation to his peer. The additional marks made on his
composition were partly due to him touching the screen to show Jayden where the baby was and
also perhaps to display the enthusiasm he had for his unborn baby brother. In this final example,
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Cameron’s subtle alterations revealed how he represented things he could not see, namely, his
unborn baby brother.
All three of Cameron’s episodes highlighted the role of the visual mode in meaning
making and the slight alterations that existed graphically. Through these examples, it was
possible to note the importance of graphic communication, particularly as the screen was
recorded and reflection was made possible. It also illustrated the things on screen that might most
be noted in children’s compositions.
Summary: Alterations in Compositional Play
In the previous two chapters, Jenna and Cameron provided adequate examples of how
compositional alterations play into children’s meaning making. As Jenna utilized the linguistic
mode, she led others in her compositional alterations. Her examples marked out the significance
of self-editing through talk alouds, “testing” ideas with peers, and using alterations as a form of
play. In addition, Cameron’s examples demonstrated the importance of tending to children’s use
of the visual mode. Although his alterations were subtler than Jenna’s, he engaged in pretend,
silently self-edited, and made visible the unseen. These episodes revealed composing practices
that pointed out the details to which early childhood educators could attend in order to better
support these multimodal expressions of meaning.
In this next chapter of findings, I will focus on exposing composing practices that
materialized through the gestural mode. I will follow the same pattern as in the previous chapter,
presenting a portrait with a multimodal transcript and two additional portraits. Using the gestural
role with which to communicate, Callie represents a lived experience, one of eating her favorite
type of fruit. The role of dramatization is highlighted in her example as it is essential to fuller
meaning making. She demonstrates how she cuts and eats her grapes by using a fork and knife.
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Her dramatization reveals personal information about a cultural practice in her home. In the
subsequent episodes, her dramatization is slightly less prominent but nonetheless important to
note. The second episode will contrast the way composing practices may shift without peer
interaction. Finally, Callie will negotiate meaning making through a tool’s affordances and
limitations.
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Chapter 6
Callie: Multiple Influences on Composing Practices
“These are the grapes, but they are going to be cut” (Callie, 3/30/17).
It is a Thursday morning, and the class is full of excitement from the playground as well
as the anticipation of the center choices. Callie is one of the first to sign up for the iPad center
this morning. Although she is still somewhat new in her experiences of using this app, she does
not hesitate to begin. Settling herself beside Jayden, she quickly taps the selection button that
provides all of the templates in the app. As she scrolls through them, she notes a plate template
and says, “I got this!” She waves her hands back and forth in excitement over the screen.
Attempting to prompt her to touch the screen for selection, I ask, “Ooh, what’s your favorite
food, Callie? Go ahead and touch the page.”
She answers, “Grapes, grapes,” taking a moment to consider how she will make her
favorite food. She decides, “I want…ahh…purple grapes.” She uses her right index finger to
select the color purple. She loops her finger in the center of the plate on the template to create a
small circle. As she draws one beside it, she says, “These are grapes.” Drawing the circles
clockwise with her finger, she uses and up and down approach to filling them in with color. She
promptly announces, “But they’re going to be cut.” I did not quite understand her last word, so I
ask her, “They’re going to be what?” She answers, “Cut with a /k/-/k/-/k/-/kee/-/kee/-cut.” She
selects the color brown and holds her finger over her screen with a back and forth motion as
though she were cutting her grapes. She selects purple in such a way that it looks like she has
picked up something. This is not a pad of index finger touch but a grasping with the pincer
fingers. She proceeds to draw another grape repeating her utterances, “kee-kee-cut,” typically
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stating “cut” at the same time she is drawing a purple line through the center of the purple grape.
Recognizing she has not switched to brown, she quickly does so and repeats her action of cutting
the grape. She continues in this action as she “cuts” the second and third grape. “Grapes,” she
states looking at her work. With a smile on her face she selects purple to draw a grape above the
three she has already drawn. Callie seamlessly moves to brown repeating her cutting action and
then selecting purple again to draw one more grape, this time her selected spot is to the left of the
four grapes. Again, she cuts this grape and leans back from her work with her hands clasped at
her chest.
“I’m going to color my fork,” she says as she selects red and moves her finger up and
down inside of the outline of the fork. I ask her, “Do you happen to eat grapes that are cut? She
responds, “Yeah, I do eat grapes when they’re cut.” She then reasons, “This is why,” and selects
pink and moves her finger in a vertical motion to fill in her knife.
She pauses again to reflect on her work saying, “hmm” and placing her hands on teach
side of the iPad. She then pretends to pick up her fork and knife and says, “/Ah-oooh/ -/k/-/k/-/k/cut” as she acts out the motion of cutting the grapes with her utensils just above the screen. She
says, “Eat, yum, yum, yum, yum” as she grabs at the grapes to place them in her mouth and then
waves her now open hands back and forth. Looking up at me and smiling, she giggles.
“How does it taste?” I ask, to which she replies, “Good.” “Sweet, sour,” I inquire. She
replies, “Sweet.” At this moment, she briefly pauses to grab a tissue and wash her hands. Upon
her return to the table, she declares, “I ate it all.” With this remark, she touches the checkmark on
the app to complete her composition.
As illustrated in the description above, children represented lived experiences through
their compositional events, and at times they even dramatized the representation as they re-
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imagined themselves in the experience. In this portrait, Callie demonstrated the significance of
capturing the multiple forms of meaning making involved in the entire composing event. The
multimodal transcript will reveal Callie’s thought process as she composed one of her favorite
foods. Note the alterations inherent in her composition as she makes purposeful decisions to
align her lived experience with her representation. Pay attention to the process by which she
participates in her compositional event and the multiple modes she uses to communicate. The
transcript will highlight these modes as she relives her experience of eating purple grapes.
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Multimodal Transcript: Embodying a Lived Experience
Table 6.1: 3/30/17 Prompt: Favorite Food, Kee-Kee-Cutting Grapes
Time

Narrative: Speech

Graphic: Image

Embodied:
Hands

7:56

I got this!

Waving
hands back
and forth as
she points
towards the
screen

8:00

R: Ooh, what’s your
favorite food, Callie?
Go ahead and touch
the page

She uses her
right index
finger to
touch the
page

8:03

Grapes, grapes

She rests her
hands on the
opposite
sides of the
iPad

She decides upon
the favorite food
she wants to
represent and
considers how to
best represent
this.

8:08

I want…ahh…purple
grapes.

She uses her
right index
finger to
select the
color purple

She selects the
color that
matches her
choice of grape.

She touches
the center of
the plate and
loops her
finger to
make a circle

She decides to
represent the
grape by drawing
a circular shape.

8:11

110

Embodied: Face

Decision Points
Callie selects her
template.

Table 6.1: 3/30/17 Prompt: Favorite Food, Kee-Kee-Kutting Grapes
8:13

These are the grapes

Touching
slightly to
the right of
the first
grape, she
moves her
finger in a
clockwise
fashion

8:16

But they’re going to
be cut

She moves
her finger up
and down to
finish the
second grape

8:17

R: They’re going to
be what?
C: Cut with a /k/-/k//k/-/kee/-/kee/-cut

She selects
the color
brown and
holds her
finger over
her screen
with a back
and forth
motion as
though she
were cutting
her grapes

She pretends to cut
the grape in the air.
In this space, there
is no mark on the
screen, but the
meaning is
represented through
her gesture.

8:27

[no narration while
drawing]

She selects
purple once
again and
draws
another
grape under
the first two

Touching the purple
again, it looks as
though she has
picked up something
to cut her grape

8:28

/Cut/-/kee/-/kee/-/kee/

She touches
the purple
color and
uses her
index finger
to slide
across the
center of the
grape

She uses her finger as
a knife and selects
the color brown to
represent where she
has cut the grape.
(She first used purple
but noticed that she
could not see her cut)
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*She repeats her
representation and
announces what she
has composed.

Table 6.1: 3/30/17 Prompt: Favorite Food, Kee-Kee-Cutting Grapes
8:33

Sighs “aah” and then
/kee/-/kee/-/kee/- cut

Callie selects
the color
brown. She
places her
finger flat on
the third
grape and
moves her
finger up and
down

8:37

/kee/-/kee/-/kee/- cut

She repeats
the action on
the second
grape

8:39

/kee/-/kee/-/kee/- cut

She repeats
the action on
the first
grape

8:42

Grapes

She selects
purple and
draws
another
grape above
the others

/kee/-/kee/-/kee/- cut

8:47

/kee/-/kee/-/kee/- cut

She selects
brown and
“cuts” her
fourth grape
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*She uses her
finger as a knife
and selects the
color brown to
represent where
she has cut the
grape. (She first
used purple but
noticed that she
could not see her
cut)

Table 6.1: 3/30/17 Prompt: Favorite Food, Kee-Kee-Cutting Grapes
8:55

/kee/-/kee/-/kee/- cut

She repeats
this action on
her fifth
grape and
then draws
her hands up
to her chest

9:00

I’m going to color my
fork

She selects
red and
begins to
color the
fork on the
template
with a
vertical line

9:02

R: Do you happen to
eat grapes that are
cut?

She slides
her finger up
and down on
the screen to
color in the
fork template

C: Yeah, I do eat
grapes when they’re
cut.
9:20

This is why

She selects
pink and
colors in the
knife on the
template

9:28

Hmmm

She holds the
sides of the
iPad
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She decides to
color the fork on
the template by
selecting the
color red and
marking in the
fork on the
template.

Table 6.1: 3/30/17 Prompt: Favorite Food, Kee-Kee-Cutting Grapes
9:30

/Ah-oooh/ -/k/-/k/-/k/cut

She uses her
right and left
hands to
“pick up” the
utensils on
the side of
the plate and
moves her
hands back
and forth

*It is at this point,
Callie has been
transported into a
reality where she
is cutting her
grapes with the
utensils. Here she
is acting out
cutting her grapes
using the fork and
knife.

9:32

Eat. Yum, yum, yum,
yum

She grabs at
the grapes
and shuffles
her hands
back and
forth

*She pretends to
eat the grape
pieces that she
has just cut.

9:35

*Giggling

She pauses
her waving

9:36

R: How does it taste?
C: Good
R: Sweet, sour?
C: Sweet

9:4011:40
11:41

Brief interruption:
Callie needs a
tissue.
I ate it all!

Callie signifies
that she has eaten
all of the grapes
by telling us and
by selecting the
checkmark to end
the composition.
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The Role of the Gestural Mode
Children often embodied lived experiences through their composing events. Callie
relived her experiences of cutting and eating grapes. She brought experiences at home with her
mom into the busy classroom as she imagined herself enjoying one of her favorite foods. From
the moment she selected this particular template, she was confident about what she wanted to
create. She said, “I got this!” Her entire body displayed this confidence as she waved her hands
back and forth and had an expression of excitement on her face. Her vote of confidence along
with her excitement towards the work set up this experience quite uniquely. Would she have had
this excitement without the prompt? Perhaps, but then again perhaps not. When I asked her about
her favorite food, she immediately answered, “Grapes, grapes,” which told me she had a clear
idea of what she wanted to compose.
Decision Points: Depicting Life Experiences
Callie made deliberate decisions in her composition, resulting in more accurate
representations of her lived experiences. Before selecting a color, she took a few seconds to
decide what kind of grapes she wanted. “I want…ahh…purple grapes,” she confirmed. In times
previous, she had been observed to draw other kinds of grapes represented by different colors.
Most likely, she had enjoyed eating green, red, and purple grapes and needed to think about
which of these she wanted to represent on the screen at this time. As she composed her grapes,
she appeared very comfortable in constructing the shape of a grape without concern as to the
exactness of the shape. She was perhaps, going after meaningfulness in composing the grapes,
rather than precision. From a social semiotic perspective, the shared cultural understanding of
eating grapes was enough for others to recognize her purple marks represented purple grapes.
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Callie defined the exactness of her experiences as she decided that her grapes were not
finished until they were cut. “These are grapes, but they’re going to be cut,” she said. It was
obvious her experiences involved someone in her life cutting her grapes before she consumed
them. I found through my observations that her mom cut her grapes. In our culture, this is a
recommended practice for ensuring young children’s safety in consuming grapes, particularly for
those under the age of two years. At the time of observation, I was a little surprised that this
might still be a common practice for Callie considering her age, but later I found myself cutting
grapes for my son even as he grew older simply because the grapes were so large.
It was interesting to closely observe the process by which Callie cut her grapes. When she
selected the color brown, she did not touch the screen. Instead, she acted out how she cut the
grapes by moving her finger through the air directly above each grape as though her finger was a
knife. It was here that meaning making was held within the gesture and not demonstrated
through marks on the screen. This is another reason why it is important to record children’s
multimodal expressions that may exist outside of typical recording modes such as paper or a
screen. Moreover, this action constituted her way of planning the mark she would make as she
demonstrated the cut in the air before “cutting” her grapes on screen.
Multimodal Communication
Callie utilized the aural, visual, and gestural modes in representing the experience of
cutting and eating her grapes. She moved her finger across each grape she created saying, “Cut/kee/-/kee/-/kee/.” Her brown marks across each grape signified the cut that was made to split her
grapes in half. The straight, brown lines across the center of each purple blub made sense to me
because I have had experience cutting grapes, and I slice grapes in half with one, straight cut.
Upon the completion of cutting all five grapes, she turned her attention to the fork and knife
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outlined on the template. Would she have thought to draw a knife and fork without the template?
Before she colored in these utensils, it was somewhat understandable that she was using some
instrument to cut her grapes, but it was not totally clear with what she was cutting them. Her
decision to color the fork and knife indicated the importance of these specific cultural tools in the
lived experience, the cutting and consuming of her grapes.
Compositional Role Play
Callie’s use of various modes to recreate her experience underscored the value of a
shared cultural understanding. For instance, she broke down the word “cut” into sounds such as
/k/-/k/-/k/-cut. Instead of chopping her grapes, she was involved in slicing them, and she
represented this in the way she broke up the word. This action illuminated the practices occurring
at home. Furthermore, she used cultural tools when she “picked up” her knife and fork. These
tools had significant cultural value to her and those with which she was communicating since it
was common in our culture to use a knife and fork when cutting grapes. Particularly because
grapes are small, round, and slippery, and a fork is very useful for holding the grape still while
cutting with a knife.
Once her picture was complete, she engaged in pretend play as she dramatized the
experience. She pretended to pick up the fork and knife in each hand and proceeded to “cut” each
grape one-by-one and popped them into her mouth. This time, she made no additional marks on
her screen while she was cutting her grapes. Callie had been transported into a reality where she
re-enacted the experience of cutting and eating her grapes. Saying “yum” with her bites, it was
almost as though she could literally taste the grapes in her mouth. It seemed that I was even
transported into her experience with her as I asked her, “How does it taste?” She answered,
“Good.” When I asked if they were sweet or sour, she clarified, “Sweet.”
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Callie’s dramatics enhanced her meaning making as it brought her audience into her
experience. It was my understanding through my experience and classroom observations that
peer interactions enhanced play experiences, and children composing alone communicated a bit
differently. Even though this example did not involve Callie specifically interacting with Jayden,
she was sitting next to him and they had already been sharing compositional experiences
together. Additionally, I saw the effects of templates on children’s work in how they scaffolded
children’s creations. In the next example, Callie composed grapes again. Instead of the dramatic
experience of the first episode, she engaged in a more narrative-type of role. Instead of enacting
an experience of eating grapes, she was seemingly involved in adjusting her picture to match the
template she selected.
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“Grapes Outside:” A Vignette Demonstrating the Affordances of the Tool

Figure 6.1: Green Grapes

Figure 6.2: Blue sky, green grass, yellow sun

It is nearly at the end of center time, and Callie comes to the iPad writing center to
compose. She begins her work by selecting the Doodlecast app. “I want to do this,” she says as
she touches the blank screen option and looks up towards me. I confirm her decision by saying,
“You want the blank one?” She answers, “Yes” as she turns her attention to her screen. I say,
“Remember last week when you made the grapes, and you ate them?” She notes the colors at the
bottom of the screen saying, “Green, I have green.” I ask, “Does your mom cut your grapes?”
She replies smiling and nodding her head up and down with her arms stretched out wide, “My
mom actually does cut my grapes.” I answer, “I thought so.” She selects yellow and creates a
large circle in the middle of her page. Callie then selects green and fills in a smaller circle in the
middle of the large yellow circle. As she does this, she says, “I’m eating green grapes.” She
repeats herself, “I’m eating green grapes. I like to eat green grapes.”
Callie selects the color blue and turns her attention to the top of the screen. “Yellow sky,
blue sky,” she corrects herself as she swipes her index finger across the top of the screen. She
selects green and swipes her finger at the bottom of the screen saying, “And green grass.” She
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continues, “And yellow sun,” as she selects the yellow and makes a round circle in the right
section of the screen. She pauses to look down at her color palette and returns her gaze to what
she has named the sun. She fills it in a little more, using her index finger to swipe lines out from
the circle. At this, she says, “I’m done” and touches the checkmark so that she can review her
work.
As she watches, she holds the iPad at the sides with both of her hands. She waits a
moment and states, “I don’t know why it’s not showing up.” She notes the time that elapsed as
she was deciding upon her composition. Just then, the picture begins appearing. She cups the
side of her face with one hand as she watches her composition. When she hears herself say, “I
like green grapes,” she adds, “and purple grapes.” She continues watching her composition until
the end.
Composing Without Peers
In composing events children behaved differently when they wrote in isolation, rather
than with peers. Although this study did not encourage this setup, the natural environment at
times dictated this circumstance. The class was enjoying an outside day, so the classroom was
rather quiet. Many children had already used the iPad that day, so when Callie arrived, she was
the only one at the iPads. I believed this had a definite effect on what she chose to compose and
how she behaved throughout the composition. In fact, the only time she used gesture to enhance
her words was when I asked about her mom cutting her grapes. Callie directed her gaze towards
me and said while emphatically shaking her outstretched arms up and down, “My mom actually
does cut my grapes.” This was quite a contrast with the many times I observed her using gesture
to dramatize her compositions along with her peers.
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Although Callie recalled her recent composition of creating and eating grapes, she
behaved differently as she composed green grapes. She was using a blank screen rather than a
template of her favorite food. The template provided the dish and utensils whereas, in the blank
screen she would have needed to create these items for herself. She composed the plate and the
green grapes in the middle, but she did not engage in cutting the grapes or consuming the grapes.
Instead, she altered her composition as she created a sun in the sky and grass underneath. From a
social semiotics perspective, the meaning she created was perhaps not as clear to me, but I did
not make that known. I named this composition as “Grapes Outside,” because that’s what made
sense to me but it’s not something I heard her say.
Affordances of the Tool
In this example, the affordances of this tool were highlighted as Callie selected a blank
screen with which to make meaning. Considering the previous episode where she dramatized
eating grapes, it was possible that the knife and fork in the template prompted her dramatic play.
Without the knife and fork in this instance, it might be logical to deduce that there would not be
cutting involved in this composing event, and so naturally she would not be eating these grapes
at this time. It was common for Callie to use templates and color in the outlined objects, but in
this case, she selected a blank screen and did not have the same affordances. Then again, perhaps
the “affordances” of the tool were rather limitations, in that, they directed the child to create a
specific meaning instead of one they autonomously determined. Regardless, the open-ended
nature of this app offered children the opportunity to create the meaning they determined.
Even in this short composition, Callie moved between creating signs of representation to
communicating her signs to others. She created a yellow circle to represent a plate. I inferred this
from the shape of her marks as well as what she drew on the plate, particularly because I had just
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been asking her about her home practices of cutting grapes before she ate them. I also had
recently experienced her drawing grapes on a plate template, so perhaps she was reimagining
what she had previously composed. She told me she was eating green grapes as she swirled her
finger in the middle of the plate. These swirls represented grapes, but I only knew this from what
she said and from prior experiences with her. If I observed these marks without insight, I would
most likely interpret these very differently. Even if I knew the yellow circle was a plate, I might
surmise the green to represent a type of food, but I would most likely think along the lines of a
vegetable. Similar to Jenna’s expression of ponies represented by color, these grapes were
represented with green swirls. In contrast to Callie’s first composition, she did not give definition
to the individual grapes.
Decision Points: Sharing Meaning
Callie’s dictation of her marks guided me in understanding what she composed. As she
splashed blue onto the top of her screen, she said, “Blue sky.” She repeated this process as she
quickly marked the grass in green and the sun in yellow. Because of my experiences with young
children as well as what I was used to in my home environment, I might have understood her
blue, green, and yellow marks, but I did not understand what the plate of grapes had to do with
the outdoor scene. Perhaps Callie was more intent on composing things she wanted to label,
rather than making sense of the plate of grapes suspended in the outdoor air. Then again, this
might just be my own limited understanding of her meaning in this instance.
Another point of interest in this composition was the way she used the linguistic mode
primarily to make meaning. Rather than dramatizing this experience, she seemed more content
with composing and narrating so that she could hear herself as she watched her recording. This
was observable by her speediness in completing the composition and turning her attention to
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view the recording. As she watched intently, she smiled and added small details such as “and
purple grapes,” when she heard herself talking about how much she enjoyed green grapes. She
finished watching the recorded composition and moved onto something new.
In the next episode, Callie’s typical dramatized role will shift once again as her
composing event reveals how various influences impact the decisions she makes in her
composition. Through this composition, “Pink Clouds,” Callie illustrates how adults, peers, and
tools influence her compositional decisions. As she interacts with her peer, she will verbalize
what she is creating. As she interacts with me (the adult), she will seek approval by
accommodating my requests. As she interacts with the tools available, she will compromise her
preferences in color.

“Pink Clouds:” A Vignette Highlighting the Influences Involved in Composing

Figure 6.3: Filling in the sun

Figure 6.4: Pink clouds in place of white

Callie scrolls through the template and selects the picture of the sky. The prompt asks in
writing and sound, “What’s happening in the sky?” Callie waves her hands back and forth with a
look of excitement on her face, “Look” she says as she looks at me. Jayden, who is sitting beside
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her, repeats what the prompt stated, “What’s happening in the sky?” Callie responds, “I have a
sky, too.”
Her finger hovers for a few seconds, moving back and forth over the color palette. Callie
settles her finger on the color yellow and turns her attention to the top of screen. Using her index
fingertip, she gently moves her finger back and forth within the sun provided on the template.
Concentrating intently on filling the circle and only moving her gaze towards Jayden once when
he talks about wiping his screen. Noting a bit of color outside of the lines, she says to herself, “I
messed up” and reaches to touch the eraser tool. At the same moment, Jayden notices a teacher
assistant who has returned to the class and asks where she has been. As they converse, Callie
pauses in what she is doing. She seems to forget about the “mistake,” and instead redirects her
attention to a new color. Holding her hand to the side of her face, she touches blue and begins to
swipe her index finger across the top of the screen.
Jayden suddenly declares, “I’m making a pool.” In response, she has already selected
green and announces, “I’m making the grass turn green.” Turning her attention to me, she says,
“I’m making the grass green.” Again, she says, “The grass is green.” I make the comment,
“That’s good because that means it’s getting plenty of water.” She selects the color pink and
begins to fill in the clouds on the template. She reasons, “I have pink clouds because I don’t have
white.” Turning her attention to me while she continues to color in the clouds, she repeats, “I
have pink clouds because I don’t have white.” Noting her attention, I respond, “How interesting.
Yes, it’s a white background, isn’t it?”
She selects purple and starts to dot her page. “Dots,” she giggles, “I made dots.” I ask her,
“what are the dots for?” She responds by selecting brown, dotting the page and saying, “They’re
[unintelligble] for the sun. She says this as she draws a brown line up towards the sun. She
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smiles and looks up towards the assistant teacher in the room. At this time, her peer says, “I need
to tell you, “I made Daddy.” Callie immediately turns her body and attention towards her peer to
see what he is doing on his screen. Curious, I ask her, “What did you say that this was for the
sun? What is it?” as I point towards the brown line moving towards the sun. She replies with a
grin, “A walkie.” “Interesting…like a walkie talkie?” I ask. She nods her head in affirmation. At
this point she ends her drawing by pressing the check mark in the corner page. She watches her
review for just a few seconds and then presses the home button to close the app.
Decision Points: Distinct Influential Groups
Children revealed the role peer influence as well as other influences had on the
developments of their compositions. In this example, Callie’s compositional decisions were
shaped by three distinct influences: the presence of an adult, the comments made by her peer,
and the tools available. The first indicator that she was influenced by the presence of an adult
(me) appeared when she made the comment, “I messed up” as she directed her gaze towards me.
Although she appeared to be distracted from actually “correcting” her self-noted mistake, this
influence continued to show itself in a few subsequent instances.
Adult influence. Callie appeared to be drawing for my approval as she continued to
attend to my reaction of what she composed. For example, following her friend’s lead in
announcing the color she was making her grass, she restated this decision a few times as she
looked directly at me. Right after this, she justified her decisions for making the clouds pink. She
claimed she was making them pink because she did not have white. She repeated this statement
while turning her attention to me as though prompting me to acknowledge her decision. From a
social semiotic perspective, I could argue that Callie was looking to share meaning in her
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composition. She recognized the challenge for me to interpret why her clouds would be pink, and
she reasoned that it was due to the limitations of the tool.
Perhaps the most poignant indicator was when Callie created dots on her page, and she
said, “dots.” When I pushed her in explaining what the dots meant, she said it was [glackey] for
the sun. When I asked for clarification, she said it was a “walkie,” and agreed to my suggestion
that it was a walkie-talkie. What if it was dots and didn’t signify anything but dots? My push for
a meaning that made sense to me resulted in something I determined as nonsensical. Even in
describing this as “nonsensical,” I could not say it didn’t hold meaning for Callie.
Peer influence. Similar to adult influence, peer influence was very common in children’s
compositions, and at times it was apparent that one child’s influence would carry a bit more
weight than others. While Callie was sitting next to Jayden, she directed her attention to him
several times through her short composition. At one point, his interactions with the assistant
teacher appeared to distract her from the “mistake” she made on her page, as though she had
forgotten why she selected the eraser in the first place. In another instance, Callie announced she
was making the grass green only after hearing Jayden declare, “I’m making the pool.” Up until
this point, Callie had been working on her composition silently aside from the mistake she
mentioned. The mistake to which she was referring might have been the marks on the template
created by the side of her palm touch the screen. On the other hand, she could be referring to the
slight marks outside of the template’s sun.
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Figure 6.5: Inadvertent marks from side of palm

Figure 6.6: Marks outside template’s sun

My suspicions lie with the latter rather than the former as she has already used the eraser tool to
erase the sun once before even while there were the extra marks evident in the lower right corner
of the screen. Perhaps, it was here that she was attempting to make sure Jayden understood her
meaning making in spite of coloring outside of the lines.
The tool’s influence. Callie’s third influence originated from the tool itself. Namely, the
colors available on the palette influenced her decisions for what colors she used for each item in
mind.

Figure 6.7: Doodlecast colors

She had only one red, pink, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple, brown and black from which to
choose. She noticed there was no white option, and she attempted to make sense of the color of
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clouds. Although she intended to use white to represent clouds, she opted for another color that
would be recognizable to others.
Callie revealed the importance of noting children’s meaning making as she dramatized
her compositions, created settings without her peers, and negotiated with the tool’s limitations.
Although Callie dramatized a number of her compositions, she did not save many of the ones she
created. The selected episodes instead illustrated how children who typically dramatize
experiences could by influenced a number of factors in how they engaged in the composing
event. As educators, we need to allow time for these dramatics to occur as children compose. If
we are pushing children towards finished products, they may not have the freedom and we may
not have the time to observe deeper meaning making involved in the composition.
This next portrait will feature the aural mode as Jayden illustrates how the sound effects
he creates enhance his digital composition. As an experimenter, Jayden is consistently using
various tools available in the app as he composes. He asks questions about its affordances, and
he takes advantage of the eraser tool when he wants to make a change in his work. In addition,
Jayden explores various types of touch and provides numerous vocal expressions to complement
the touch variations. Through his three examples, he illustrates how compositions change
direction, how his composition takes shape as he follows a peer’s idea, and how he uses a
markup feature in the app to draw a rainbow dress for a friend.
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Chapter 7
Jayden: Experimenting with Affordances
“You’re making it all white? You’re erasing it?--Yeah, ‘coz I want to make something different”
(Leo & Jayden, 3/28/17)
It is a Tuesday morning, and Jayden is happy to be one of the first at the iPad Writing
Center. He selects a blank screen and touches the blue circle and the marker. “N-no, n-no, no, nno…,” Jayden utters as he uses his index finger to create a quick, circular motion, continuing this
motion and sound for the next several seconds. He continues saying, “No, no, no, no...” as he
moves his index finger creating large swipes to cover the screen in blue. Continuing with his
utterances, he selects yellow and swipes his finger across the bottom portion of the screen. He
selects blue once more and covers the yellow mark so that he is left with an entire blue screen.
He pauses in his actions and turns towards me to ask, “Are we making the timer yet?” I
respond, “not yet,” and he resumes his composition by selecting yellow. He shifts his utterances
to V-r-o-o-o-m! He begins to move his finger to create large loops. As he does, he also raises his
pitch as though his car is going in higher gear. He is silent as he selects and adds green marks to
the middle of his screen. Selecting blue once again, he covers the yellow and green, resuming his
“V-r-o-o-o-m.” When Jayden states that he is making a race track, Leo, the peer beside him,
reasons that the race track must be on blue paper.
Jayden turns his attention on a particular car as he announces, “I’m making Lightning
McQueen.” He selects the eraser and begins erasing the sea of blue. Leo interjects, “You’re
making it all white? You’re erasing it?” Jayden replies, “Yeah, ‘coz I want to make something
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different.” Leo asks, “You want to start again?” Jayden refutes, “I am not.” Leo clarifies,
“You’re writing again?” Jayden has erased the page so that it is blank once again. He confirms,
“Yeah, I’m making Lightning McQueen.” With this reply, he turns his attention to composing
Lightning McQueen.
Using his index finger, he selects red and makes a circle in the lower left part of his
screen. He selects the eraser and erases his circle. Repositioning himself, he selects red and
makes a small circle in place of where the larger circle once was. He then makes a slightly larger
circle to the right of the first one, erases a bit of the top and fills it in. Using his index finger,
Jayden connects the two circles with an upward curved, red line. He adds an upside-down
triangle on the top right corner of the curved line. Selecting the eraser, he erases the triangle. He
adds a small mark where he has erased to connect the gap in the curved line. Interested, I ask,
“Jayden, what is it?” He says, “I’m making my favorite car, Lightning McQueen. It’s a zoom
car. He’s a zoom car.”
He creates a square where he once had the triangle. I point towards the square and ask,
“What’s that?” Jayden responds saying, “I told you, it’s Lightning McQueen” to which I clarify,
“No, I mean the top part.” Jayden explains as he points to the square, “That makes him win. That
makes the car race.” Jayden draws a square-like shape at the front of the car, and then he
proceeds to add red marks shooting horizontally from the back of the car. He resumes making
sounds like a car’s engine, “/rrrrrrr/.” I ask him, “What’s the growly sound you’re making?” He
responds, “That makes him win.
His friend, Cameron, has been waiting in the reading center close to the iPads. At this
moment, he stands up and walks quickly over to Jayden. He asks him, “What did you build?”
Jayden responds, “That’s Lightning McQueen. He’s a zoom car. That’s fire! It’s really hot!” as
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he points out the flames coming from the back of his car. Cameron suggests, “I need you to build
Mater,” to which Jayden replies, “I can’t. I don’t want to build him.” He then resumes making
his car engine sounds and ends his composition.
Jayden’s portrait represents the significance of including children’s vocal expressions as
a part of their compositions. The multimodal transcript, though lengthy, will detail the process by
which Jayden portrays Lightning McQueen. Take note at how the composition begins. Using a
blank screen and his index finger, he drives a car around the page. Pay attention to how his aural
changes reflect the changes happening in his composition. His intensity of verbal instructions
increases as his mark making increases in size and/or speed. There is an interesting alteration
occurring at time stamp 13:59 when Jayden changes his aural production to “vroom” as he uses
yellow to represent another car. Additionally, Jayden is silent throughout most of the time he
changes his composition to focus on Lightning McQueen. He breaks his silence once he depicts
the racing car, and it seems as though the sounds he produces even assist him in adding details to
his representation.
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Multimodal Transcript: Altering Sounds and Mark Making Decisions
Table 7.1: 3/28/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Lightning McQueen
Time

Narrative:
Speech

Graphic: Image

Embodied:
Hands

13:19

“N-no, n-no,
no, n-no…”

Using index
finger moving
in a quick,
circular
motion
(counterclockwise)
(continues for
8 seconds)

13:27

“No, no, no,
no...

Continues to
move finger
to cover
screen in blue
(continues for
seven
seconds)

13:33

...no, no, no,
no…”

Selects yellow
and swipes his
finger across
the bottom
portion of the
screen

Jayden decides
upon yellow to
represent his
sounds.

13:35

[silent]

Selects blue
and covers
over the
yellow marks

He seems to
have changed
his mind about
the yellow
selection as he
reverts back to
blue and marks
over it silently.
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Embodied: Face

Decision Points

Table 7.1: 3/28/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Lightning McQueen
13:41

“N-n-n-nno…”

Continues to
move finger
in corners of
screen to
completely
fill the screen
with blue

13:47

Yes?

Slides finger
to fill small
gaps

13:51

J: Are we
using the
timer yet?

Hands on
sides of iPad

.

M: Pretty soon
J: Ok
13:57

Silent

Touches the
yellow circle
on his palette

13:59

V-r-o-o-o-m!

Drags his
finger from
the top leftside of the
screen

14:03

V-r-o-o-o-m!

His finger
swoops down
into a circle
and then a
small loop
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He selects
yellow once
again, and this
time he
changes the
sound from “nn-no” to
“vroom.”

Table 7.1: 3/28/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Lightning McQueen
14:07

V-r-o-o-o-m!
(raising pitch
as though
going in
higher gear)

His finger
moves around
in circles

14:09

Silent

Selects green
and moves his
finger back
and forth
across the
middle

14:11

V-r-o-o-o-m!

Selects blue
and repeats
previous
action

14:18

V-r-o-o-o-m!

Moving his
index finger
in circular
motion

14:35

I’m making a
race track.

Pauses for a
moment,
lifting his
right hand off
the screen

14:44

L: It’s on blue
paper!

Hands resting
on sides of
iPad
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His finger
moves faster as
he changes his
pitch to
represent the
transition into
higher gears.

Jayden
switches back
to blue and
continues his
“vroom” until
the screen is
filled.

Table 7.1: 3/28/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Lightning McQueen
14:50

I’m making
Lightning
McQueen.

14:52

Lifts his right
hand back up
to the screen

He defines the
car sounds he
has been
making by
announcing his
plan to create
Lighting
McQueen.

Selects the
eraser and
begins to
erase his blue
markings

Jayden
determines to
use the eraser
to erase what
he has called
the “racetrack”
in order to
make Lightning
McQueen.

15:00

L: You’re
making it all
white? You’re
erasing it?
J: Yeah, ‘coz I
want to make
something
different

Continues to
move his
index finger
across the
screen

15:02

L: You want
to start again?
J: I am not.
L: You’re
writing again?

Continues to
move his
index finger
across the
screen

15:13

J: Yeah, I’m
making
Lightning
McQueen

His hands rest
on the sides of
the iPad.
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Table 7.1: 3/28/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Lightning McQueen
15:35

Using his
index finger,
he makes a
circle

15:45

He selects the
eraser and
erases his
circle

He creates a
large circle for
a wheel, but
then he
reconsiders the
size.

15:49

He selects red
and makes a
small circle

He reconstructs
the wheel, but
this time it is a
smaller size.

15:56

He makes a
slightly larger
circle to the
right of the
first one,
erases a bit
and then fills
it in

16:03

Using his
index finger,
he connects
the two circles

16:15

He adds a
triangle on the
top right
corner of the
curved line
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.

Focused concentration

He creates a
triangle to act
as a spoiler on
top of the car.

Table 7.1: 3/28/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Lightning McQueen
16:24

Selecting the
eraser, he
erases the
triangle

16:32

R: Jayden,
what is it?
J: I’m making
my favorite
car, Lightning
McQueen

16:35

It’s a zoom
car. He’s a
zoom car.
Yeah, and a
monster truck.

16:54

17:02

Focused concentration

He erases the
spoiler.

He adds a
small mark
where he has
erased

Using his
index finger,
he creates a
square where
the triangle
once existed

/mmmrrrrr/

He recreates
the spoiler as a
square.

Jayden
scrunches his
face as he
makes the car’s
engine’s
sounds.
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Table 7.1: 3/28/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Lightning McQueen
17:04

R: What’s
that?
J: I told you,
it’s Lightning
McQueen. R:
No, I’m mean
the top part?

17:14

That makes
him win. That
makes the car
race.

Points to the
top of his
screen

J: /rrrrrrr/
R: What’s the
growly sound
you’re
making?
J: That makes
him win.

Using index
finger, he
makes two
stripes
shooting
horizontally
from the back
of the car

17:25

17:39
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*Jayden
describes the
top part of the
car as the part
that makes
Lightning
McQueen win
as he points to
the square on
top.

Table 7.1: 3/28/17 Prompt: Blank Screen, Lightning McQueen
17:49

C: What did
you build?

Continues
making
another two
stripes

17:58

J: That’s
Lightning
McQueen.
He’s a zoom
car. That’s
fire! It’s really
hot!

Fills in stripes
with solid red

18:10

C: I need you
to build
Mater.
J: I can’t. I
don’t want to
build him.

.

18:15

/rrrrrr/

*Jayden
finishes his
composition by
continuing the
experience of
driving his
zoom car. With
a scrunched-up
face, he makes
the sound of
the racecar.

*Jayden
emphasizes the
“fire” coming
from the car’s
exhaust with
more red
marks.

The Role of the Aural Mode
In digital composing events, children experimented with various tools available to them.
Jayden was a composer who experimented with the affordances of the tools involved in this app.
As the gestural mode was highlighted in the example, it was possible to see how he changed his
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vocal expressions along with the changes he made in his composition. He continually tried
different techniques by using various tools and types of touch with his finger and hands. His
experimentation even extended throughout the aural sounds he produced as they reflected the
shifts occurring in his composing event. This particular example highlighted alterations through
his composition aurally and graphically, and it revealed his comfort with the tools’ affordances
as he began one specific composition before using the tools to switch to another one.
Decision Points Involving the Modes of Aural and Touch
Children engaged in composing events often utilized the aural mode to enhance their
meaning making. Using sound effects throughout his composition, Jayden revealed alterations
involved in his composition graphically as well as aurally as his vocalizations shifted along with
his graphic expression. When Jayden first began using his finger to create large, blue swoops
across his screen, he vocalized a “n-n-no” sound. The curved line’s meaning was enhanced
through the sound he created. As I watched Jayden’s actions and listened to the sounds he
created, I thought that he might be driving a car around his screen based upon my own cultural
background. I grew up with a race track right outside my town, and I also derived this
interpretation from my experiences of playing with cars as a child and observing many children
making these types of noises and actions while they played. What was particularly interesting
about this instance was that Jayden did not have a car in his hand, but he used his finger or even
perhaps the marks his finger made to constitute the car. When he said that he was making a race
track, this confirmed to me that his sounds and movements were associated with a car and
signified a race car. It also specified that his marks were the racetrack and his finger was the car
on that track.
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Jayden revealed a compositional alteration as he changed colors and produced a distinctly
different sound. Instead of the “n-n-no,” he produced a “vroom” sound from the back of his
throat that raised in pitch, just as a vehicle’s engine would sound higher as it shifted into higher
gears. Again, I could share in the interpretation of this communication as I was familiar with the
sound of race cars on a track. He continued this action until his screen was completely blue.
When Leo noted Jayden’s work, he asserted that the race track must be on blue paper since the
entire screen was filled with blue. In his mind, the screen acted as paper. Jayden responded with
his plans to create Lighting McQueen and began erasing his blue screen. As he considered the
racetrack he already composed, he specified which car was on this track.
Children’s Views on Composing
Young children used various words for composing; in fact, some considered it in terms of
making or creating. Towards the end of Jayden’s composition, Cameron came up to the table to
ask about what he had composed. Instead of asking what he had drawn or written, Cameron used
the term “build.” This made me consider defining writing from a child’s perspective as
composing or even creating. Jayden told Cameron he was making Lightning McQueen, which
was consistent with what he said he would create. He explained that there was fire coming out of
the back of the car. When Cameron suggested that Jayden could now create Mater (a companion
of Lightning McQueen), Jayden said he could not build Mater because he didn’t want to build
him. He matched Cameron’s language as he also accepted writing as a form of building.
As children composed together, their interpretations of parts of the writing process
became evident. Young children were found to describe the revision process as “starting it
again” or “you’re making it all white…erasing it.” Throughout these compositions, children
made significant alterations, and many times they chose to end their current composition for a

141

fresh start on a new one. Jayden differed in this behavior as he experimented with all of the tools
available in the app and was quite knowledgeable of each affordance; hence, this perhaps
influenced his reason for erasing the screen instead of selecting a new one. He did not seem to
mind the work involved in erasing the entire screen, particularly because he had selected the
largest size of eraser for maximum effect.
From a social semiotic perspective, it was most interesting how Leo struggled with
interpreting Jayden’s meaning making. As he observed Jayden’s compositional decisions, Leo
attempted to make sense of these decisions. He reasoned that Jayden must be making it all white
or maybe even erasing it. Jayden responded that he needed to do this because he wanted to make
something different. His peer continued to ask if he was starting again or writing again. Here, it
was evidenced that Leo, like many children, viewed drawing and writing on the same plane. In
this exchange, Jayden established he was not starting over, but his composition’s purpose had
shifted to depicting Lightning McQueen. He saw his composition as a continuation of his
original idea, which was a car on a race track.
Throughout this composition, Jayden showed the importance of paying attention to the
alterations in the sound effects he used and what meaning they added to his shifting markmaking decisions. In the next portrait, he will demonstrate the importance of the aural role again
as he engages in creating and consuming his favorite fruits. Jayden’s example will illustrate how
children will copy each other as they play.
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“Eating Berries:” A Vignette Highlighting Copying in Play

Figure 7.1: Blueberry

Figure 7.2: Plate of fruit

It is a Wednesday morning, and Jayden and Callie have been composing together for a
while. Callie has already created her favorite foods, the purple grapes (as mentioned in Callie’s
first example). Jayden selects the same template Callie had selected, “What’s your favorite
food?” He promptly touches the blue button with his middle finger and proceeds to use his index
finger to construct a blue circle-like shape on the plate, which he fills in. Not satisfied with this
representation, he selects the eraser and uses his entire hand to wipe out the image. Selecting
blue once again, he leans close to the screen as he concentrates on composing a smaller blue
circle, which he fills in.
Jayden selects red and moves to the top-left side of the plate where he creates a red circle.
Before filling it in, he stops to select the eraser with his right ring finger. Using his index finger,
he erases the red circle. As he erases the circle, he dips into the blue circle. Noting this, he selects
blue to fill in the missing space. With his middle finger, he selects red and creates a small red
circle in the top right side of his plate. He is quiet throughout this entire process, only looking up
a few times to look at Callie and her work. After briefly pausing to view Callie’s composition, he
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returns his attention back to his screen and selects purple. He redraws the purple filled-in circle
in the left top side of the screen once again.
Jayden tilts his screen towards me and Callie. He stands up and says as he points to each
blob with his right ring finger, “Look, I made strawberry, blueberry, and raspberry.” He points to
the red circle first followed by the blue and purple circle. “Those are on my plate. Now, I can
eat,” Jayden says as he smiles and sits down. Selecting red with his thumb, he uses his left index
finger to fill in the fork on the template. As he finishes filling in the fork, he says, “Today, I’m
going to stop…” At this, he uses his right finger to poke his blueberry and toss it into this mouth
with a gulping sound and saying, “Mmm…mmm…yummy!” He continues this sound as he
quickly selects pink with his middle finger and repeats the action using his index finger with the
strawberry. He dots the blueberry’s red mark with pink. “Take an eraser,” he says as he uses his
right hand to erase the fruit from his plate.
Jayden looks at the color palette and selects purple saying, “Purple.” He fills in the
majority of the screen with purple as he swipes his entire hand across the screen. He selects pink
saying, “Now, it’s going to be pink” and repeats this action. He then asks, “What does pink
mixed with purple with?” as he tilts his screen towards me and stands up looking at me. I clarify,
“What does pink and purple mixed together look like?” He nods his head and says, “Yeah.” I
explain, “When you use paints, pink is made with red and white, and purple is made with red and
blue. Your pink is going to look a little bluer. So, you will probably end up with a lighter purple.
But you can’t really see this mix on the iPads, can you?” Jayden sits down briefly and adds blue
to his screen in a similar fashion. Standing back up, he asks, “Now what does blue mixed with
pink and purple?” I answer, “Okay, that would make it interesting. It would make it darker
purple.” After this he completes his composition.
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Decision Points: The Role of Copying
Children were observed copying each other, using similar and different modes throughout
their composing events. In this example, Jayden copied the idea that Callie initiated. Similar to
what Dyson (2010) observed, he selectively copied the composition but added his own
interpretation to it. This composition occurred towards the end of Jayden and Callie’s time on the
iPads that day, and Callie had already composed grapes as her favorite food and participated in
play as she cut and ate her grapes. In this composition, Jayden selected the same template Callie
had chosen, and he decided to represent his favorite food. He also crafted fruit on his plate, but
he specified three different types of fruit: strawberry, blueberry, and raspberry. Similar to Callie,
he colored in his fork, but he left his knife blank. He was not cutting his fruit as Callie had;
instead, he speared it with a fork and placed the berry in his mouth to eat. With one large gulp
sound and action, he consumed the berry. This was contrasted with Callie picking up her fork
and knife, cutting a grape, poking a piece, and putting it into her mouth as she said, “Eat, yum,
yum, yum.” In this composition, Jayden established what Dyson (2010) termed a
“complementary relation” (p. 19) with Callie as he engaged in reciprocal play through the
composing event of eating fruit.
Jayden’s meaning making was interesting in this composition. He created three similar
shapes with three different colors (red, blue, and purple). Once completing the three, he stood up
and directed his gaze towards me saying, “Look, I made strawberry, blueberry, and raspberry” as
he pointed each fruit out to me. In this composition of fruits, he was intent on the color matching
a specific fruit. Based upon my own experiences with these types of fruits, I could easily share in
the meaning he created through his marks. As he took his seat, he said, “Those are on my plate.
Now, I can eat.” He began coloring in the fork as he stated “Eat.” As mentioned in a previous
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example, I share his culture of eating with a fork, and so when I saw him color in the fork, I
assumed he was using this to eat. His act of coloring in the fork sketched on the template, in fact,
represented the fork coming into existence. He quickly poked the center of what he named a
blueberry as though he stabbed it with the fork. He popped the blueberry inside his mouth while
making a gulping sound. There did not appear to be chewing involved in this action as he did not
move his jaws up and down, rather he swallowed his berry whole with a gulp. At least, that was
my interpretation based upon what I observed. He repeated this action with the strawberry as he
said, “Yummy.”
Limitations of the Tool
As children experimented with the medium provided by Doodlecast’s tools, they often
had to compromise with its limitations. Instead of deciding to end his composition after he ate
his fruit as Callie had, he decided to use his screen for another purpose. It appeared that the play
with colors in which he engaged, inspired him to think about how different colors could mix to
form new colors. He shifted the purpose of his screen from the composition of fruit to the
blending of two colors. “Purple,” he began as he used his entire hand to swipe color across the
page. Repeating this action with pink, he asked what new color would be made as the two colors
were blended. It appeared that he was even exploring the affordances of the tools to the extent of
seeing how the two colors colliding would interact. Running into one of the tool’s limitations
since it did not produce a new color as something such as paint would, he continued to ask about
the results of the combined color combinations. As he asked me questions, I related the colors to
paint based on what I knew was a common medium for young children to blend. Jayden had
surely experimented with paint colors at the easel that sat in the middle of his classroom, so he
understood colors could combine to make something new. Additionally, his class had just
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recently melted crayons to see how the colors would affect each other. He negotiated with the
tool’s affordances by using the colors and asking what the colors would make if they could
blend.
Jayden demonstrated his role as an experimenter as he utilized the aural mode to enhance
his depiction of eating fruit. This example highlighted how children shared ideas in the form of
“copying,” yet their own interpretations played into the process of the composition. Similarly, in
the next example Jayden’s alterations will continue as he experiments with different tools and
layers different forms of media to compose a rainbow dress for a friend.

“Rainbow Dress:” A Vignette Highlighting Experimenting with Affordances

Figure 7.3: Coloring Sienna

Figure 7.4: A rainbow dress

In the second week of the study, Jayden and Leo are composing on their iPads. Jayden is
exploring the composing app’s affordances and experimenting with different features such as the
camera. He decides to capture on film a friend who happened to be signing into the iPad center at
the time and touches the camera button to snap his photo. “Click!” He appears excited that he
can take a picture of his friend and then add to the photograph using the compositional tools
provided in the app. His face breaks into a full smile as he announces, “I’m coloring you,
Sienna!” Jayden holds the iPad in his hands to turn it towards Sienna. With the iPad still turned
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sideways towards his peers, he touches the screen in the lower right-hand corner and makes a
small red mark next to Sienna. “I’m putting you on a rainbow,” he decides.
Noticing the mark to not match what Jayden has stated, Leo comments on the screen,
“You’re coloring Ali’s chair and Ali.” Leo is pointing out the location of the red mark Jayden
has made, it is on Ali’s chair, rather than on Sienna as he stated. Although Jayden says he is
coloring Sienna, his mark does not match his friend’s expectation. Without skipping a beat,
Jayden announces that he is now coloring Sienna and making her a rainbow dress. “Now, I’m
making her, and I’m making her to have a cute, rainbow dress.” He marks a red line at the top of
Sienna’s left shoulder.
With the iPad still tilted away from himself and towards Sienna, Jayden continues to
swipe his finger with different colors to make horizontal lines, sometimes layering on top of each
other and slightly underneath, as he covers the left-side of Sienna. He works down the color
palette as he selects colors that represent his rainbow. His choice of color seems to be guided by
the organization of the colors on the palette as he starts with red (the default color) and moves to
pink, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple, brown and black (see Figure 5.7). He applies each
color with a quick swipe of his finger. After applying the last color of the palette, he turns the
iPad back to himself as he says, “Ah, I made a rainbow.”
Multi-Layer Meaning Making
Children’s compositions were often inspired by a friend and the tool’s affordances.
Jayden demonstrated his role as an experimenter as he snapped the photo of his friend and
selected it as his canvas. “Click,” he used the aural mode to enhance the act of picture taking.
When he announced that he was coloring his friend, he might not have had the exact image he
wanted to produce but he knew it somehow involved the friend captured in his photograph.
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Often, young children will first make marks before ascribing meaning and labeling the marks,
and other times they will announce what they are making as they compose or shortly thereafter
(Papandreou, 2014). This evidenced Jayden’s primary understanding of the relationship between
a mark and its meaning. “I’m coloring you, Sienna. I’m putting you on a rainbow,” Jayden
announced as he touched his finger to the right side of the screen. When Leo noted the position
of the initial mark, he disagreed with Jayden’s stated intention of coloring Sienna and where the
mark existed when he said, “You’re coloring Ali.” Although it did not initially appear that
Jayden acknowledged this comment, he chose to make a new mark on Sienna, forgetting the
previous mark made in the lower right corner. In this way, he responded to the tension created
when his representation did not match the expectation of Leo.
Decision Points: Making Meaning to Share with Others
Children produced marks that they had some attachment towards and that were also
received by their peers (Papandreou, 2014). They relied on these marks to convey meaning in
various drawings (Matthews, 2003), creating their own semiotic code (Papandreou, 2014).
Earlier in the week, Jayden had been drawing what he labeled “a rainbow.” He created the
rainbow by swiping his finger across the screen, selecting a new color in the palette and swiping
again on top and even slightly under the previous mark. It was interesting that although he had a
different canvas now (instead of blank, it was a photograph of a peer), he still applied a similar
form and adapted it to fit the context. Because I shared in these experiences, I already knew that
the organization of the colors he used represented a rainbow. Relying on his own experiences in
mark-making with this app, he decided to make Sienna a “cute” rainbow dress. His articulation
of what he was making in fact, served as an organizer of the composing event (Matthews, 2003).
When he mentioned that he was creating a rainbow and then this rainbow became a dress, his
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articulation of these items helped him formulate what he was doing on the page as well as
informed others who might be observing his compositional decisions. He created his marks with
the iPad tilted upward and turned at a 90-degree angle. The tool’s ease of use that early
childhood researchers supported (Couse & Chen, 2010; Ward, et al. 2014) were fully evident as
he orchestrated his composition without difficulty. It was easy for him to share his entire process
with his peers, and they responded with several comments throughout the event.
Jayden demonstrated the aural mode’s importance as his vocal expressions shifted along
with the purpose of his composition when constructing Lightning McQueen. He also illustrated
peer influence as he created his own experience of eating a plate of fruit. His sound effects,
again, increased his depth of meaning making, supporting the need for observing composing
practices off the screen. Lastly, his experimentations led him to layer media in creating a
rainbow dress for a friend.
In these last two chapters, the gestural and aural modes were highlighted as Callie and
Jayden provided examples of how compositional alterations existed with modes less likely to be
documented and/or assessed. Callie illustrated this as she dramatized a home experience,
composed without peers, and revealed compositional influences. As the experimenter, Jayden
altered sounds and mark-making decisions, used copying as a form of play, and explored a tool’s
affordances. The social semiotic framework provided opportunity to recognize the meaning
derived and shared among those involved in the cultural context.
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Alterations: The Unfolding of Children’s Compositions

Jenna

Jayden

Figure 7.5: Key findings displayed in web format
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•Self-editing
•Testing ideas with peer
•Alterations as play

Cameron

•Engaging in pretend
•Silently self-editing
•Making the unseen
visible

Callie

•Embodying a lived
experience
•Composing without
peers
•Compositional
influences

•Altering sounds and
mark-making decisions
•Copying in play
•Experimenting with
affordances

Chapter 8: Children’s Multimodal Digital Composing Practices
The intent of this study was to explore young children’s multimodal digital composing
practices by looking closely at their many ways of communicating the ideas involved in their
compositional events. In this chapter, I begin with my background and how that influenced the
design and method of this study. I summarize the study by asserting the findings, linking the
findings to relevant literature, and providing discussion. First, I address the need for this type of
study along with my research question and methodology. As I detail the findings in response to
my research question, I clearly identify how each finding is associated with the data collected
and how it relates the literature. After this, I present the implications of this study in terms of
how it informs early childhood educator practices. I conclude with suggestions for future
research and the need for more exploratory studies on multimodal composing practices that
engage children in their natural settings at school and home.
I began this study of children’s meaning making and multimodal digital composing
practices because I have been an early childhood educator and have spent a number of years
wondering of young children’s literacy development. Through the years, my curiosities grew as I
noted young children’s increased engagement in creating digital compositions using touch
surfaces. I wondered about children’s use of specific tools and what these tools could share with
us about how children make meaning as they engage in creating digital compositions. As an
educator, I found it ever more important to pay attention to the development of children’s
compositional skills as well as their multimodal communication and value process over product.
As our tools evolve, we as educators have an increased opportunity to integrate these multimodal

152

forms of communication into our compositions. Although my role as an educator certainly
influenced the design and theoretical framing of this study, I also orchestrated these chapters
from a researcher’s perspective as I carefully observed and collected data, analyzed and exposed
patterns throughout the data, and now I turn my attention to discuss these findings within the
context of the literature.
This study explored the nature of young children’s multimodal meaning making while
using a composing app. The literature review focused on children’s multimodal forms of
communication as they write and draw. It exposed the problematic situation of defining
children’s composing practices as “emergent literacy” as well as the opportunities to explore the
richness of children’s work through a multimodal lens. While social semiotics and multimodality
have been strongly represented in the research concerning older populations, it is very useful in
examining young children’s meaning making.
Summary of the Study
Twelve children in a three- and four-year old classroom at Lawton’s Early Childhood
Center, a NAEYC-accredited, university lab school in the southeastern United States, took part
in the study in the spring semester of 2017. During their normally-scheduled center time, the
children composed freely on two iPads using a composing app, Sago Mini’s Doodlecast (2013).
Data collection included observational fieldnotes, video and audio recording, and compositional
artifacts (recorded screencasts of the compositions). The data were inductively coded and four
focal participants were identified. Significant occurrences that appeared to represent children’s
multimodal, composing practices were highlighted, noting the characteristics of these practices,
and the modes they used to support their meaning making expression. The study found children’s
compositions to evolve with various types of alterations highlighting children as narrators, visual
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communicators, dramatizers, and aural experimenters. The exploration of children’s composing
practices highlighted the importance of noting multimodal behaviors as they engaged specifically
in communicating through the linguistic, visual, gestural, and aural modes as preferred modes
throughout their compositions.
Young Children’s Digital Composing Practices
What is the nature of three and four-year-old children’s meaning making and composing
practices while using an app to digitally compose? Children’s meaning making and composing
practices were first and foremost multimodal in nature (Dyson, 1986; Kress, 1997, 2005; Rowe,
1994). In order to deeply explore these composing practices, communication in spoken and
written form were considered in light of other modes present. I found myself to agree with Norris
(2004) who said, “By de-emphasizing spoken language, we are not taking away the importance
of spoken language but are rather accentuating the other communicative modes that are as
essential in interaction as spoken language” (p.65). The modes most observed in children’s
composing sessions were the linguistic, visual, gestural, and aural modes.
Secondly, children’s meaning making and composing practices are social. Children
composed in the context others and looked to establish meaning, basing many compositional
decisions based upon how others interpreted their representations. At times, children needed to
shift their mode of communication in order to enhance the meaning held within the composing
event. By utilizing a social semiotic perspective, children’s multiple modes of communication
demonstrated the importance of sharing a common language with children in understanding their
background and what they brought into the cultural context. By viewing the interactions taking
place in these composing events, children’s meaning making was richer than if only one mode
had been presented.
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Finally, children’s compositions were rather complex and at times included various
alterations that broadened their meaning making. In concert with revealing the multimodal nature
of communication, the previous four chapters highlighted the inherent alterations taking place
within children’s compositions. These alterations shed light on the importance of evaluating
children’s process of composing rather than just the final product. The digital tools in our early
childhood classrooms might afford opportunities to record the process that enhance opportunities
for children to reflect on their compositions and add to their meaning making. They might also
create opportunity for educators to follow the process of the children’s composition even when
they are not present in the composing event. Early childhood classrooms are filled with activity
and involve many distractions. As an early childhood educator, I personally experienced the
challenge of capturing children’s meaning making while they were composing. Even if I were
sitting beside them as they were composing, it was challenging to attend to every detail. Asking
the child about their composition after the event yielded for little accuracy towards the meaning
making present in the event.
In answering the research question, this study shared various characteristics of young
digital composers. The key findings in this study were as follows:
● Children acted as narrators. In Jenna’s examples, she illustrated the importance of what
children say as she creatively self-edited, tested ideas out with a peer, and engaged in
playful alterations.
● Children acted as visual communicators. Cameron depicted his care while he invited
others to pretend, silently self-edited, and made the unseen visible through the visual
mode.
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● Children acted as dramatizers. Callie demonstrated the importance of noting gestures
involved in composing events as this characteristic was influenced through the
involvement of peers or lack thereof.
● Children acted as experimenters. In Jayden’s examples, he exemplified the role of
experimenter as he altered sound effects along with the marks he made, copied as a part
of play, and tested out the tool’s affordances.
Children as Narrators
Children acted as narrators as they digitally composed. This was not unlike Wright’s
(2007) assertion that children talk as they draw. In this digital context, children were afforded an
ease of which they were able to create a representation, unhindered by material or physical
implements (i.e., a pencil tip that breaks or a marker that is dry). Similar to Rowe & Miller
(2015), I found that “digital composing apps made it easy for young children to integrate
multiple modes of representation (e.g. writing, drawing, photos, voice recordings)” (p. 6). In a
sense, it was perhaps more apparent for children to use the linguistic mode in order to share with
their audience the meaning of their marks, particularly as the app used in this study recorded the
children’s voices as they composed. The most effective digital tools provide children natural
scaffolding and decrease possibilities of frustration (NAEYC, 2012). It was reasonable to see the
ease of use that was highlighted in Ward, et al’s (2014) work enabled children to more freely
express their creation, enhancing the receipt of the meaning making.
For instance, this study demonstrated the ease by which it was to record and interpret
these modes, while exposing the challenges in capturing modes off the screen. The linguistic
mode was highlighted throughout the study with each focal participant. In Jenna’s case, this
mode orchestrated others’ understanding of her meaning making in greater detail as she spoke
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through most of her decisions. She used the linguistic mode to reveal her thought processes in
composing: her self-editing, her testing of ideas with a peer, and her playfulness in alterations.
With the apps’ affordance of automatically recording children’s voices, children were
able to identify themselves, review and revise their interpretations, and reflect on what they
composed. It brought about opportunities for the children to review the process of composition
and identify each other’s voices such as in the case of Jenna and Leo when they identified each
other’s voice in the recording. It offered me the opportunity to capture and review children’s
language in time with their compositions, which provided an extra level of meaning making
embedded into their physical work. As Wright (2007) stated, “The understanding of meaning of
a sign must be made with reference to the child’s purpose” (p. 43).
Tying the bow: Changing compositional decisions. In depicting children as narrators,
Jenna’s composing events provided substantiation for this claim as she consistently narrated her
compositions. These narratives provided for the alterations involved in her composition. In the
first example, Jenna depicted herself as a ballerina. At the start of her composition, she began
speaking when she changed her hair color from purple to yellow. “Actually, yellow for hair.”
She began to draw the hair in the same color of the face (purple), when she recognized that she
needed a more accurate color to represent her hair. This alteration of changing colors signified
children’s decisions involved in the refinement of their constructions and illuminated how she
creatively self-edited her compositions.
Jenna’s narration provided an extension of the visual as she identified herself, what she
was wearing and why. She shared that she wore her tutu to go to ballet class. When Jenna had
completed the formation of her tutu, she said, “There- my tutus all done. That’s me wearing my
tutu to go to ballet class.” This was similar to Deguara’s 2015 meaning making function termed
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as “a constructor of identity.” Her composition revealed her out-of-school experiences, and she
was “intertwining constructions of reality and identity...to make sense of past and present
experiences” (Deguara, 2015, p. 380). In this composition, she identified herself in her drawing
to share her experience with others around her.
Her narration extended her experience of preparing for ballet class when she tied the
bow. On the screen and in the air, she demonstrated tying the bow. At first, when she was lacing
her slippers and then tying the bow, it was unclear what the lines represented. It was her
narration or telling that carried the clarity of the message, and she used gestures to enhance the
retelling of the experience.
I’m making me: Changing the narrative. In her second example, Jenna’s narration
carried her audience along the development of her composition as she tested her ideas out on a
peer. She first told us that she was making herself coming to sign up for the iPads. She had taken
a picture of the table with the sign-in sheet and began to draw herself on the other side of the
table. In some ways, this resembled what Deguara (2015) denoted “drawing as a process of
knowledge” (p. 381). Jenna was explaining her understanding of how the world works as she
composed an experience of signing up for a turn at the iPads. Jenna then turned her attention to
Leo as she depicted him coming alongside her to sign up for a turn as well. When she drew his
face, she created lines too close together to depict a face. She explained at one point that his hair
was in his eyes. Instead of erasing and beginning again, she folded her compositional decision
into a twist of the original narrative. “I’m going to do, I’m going to do my picture of a storm.
The storm is like--the storm is covering everyone,” Jenna said. This was similar to what Wright
(2007) found as she described how events shifted and how objects that were created for one thing
became purposed for another.

158

When Jenna’s compositional development involved the occurrence of a storm, she might
have been alluding to a personal experience or something she witnessed through media. Wright
(2007) described how children’s drawing-telling events consisted of features from films such as
a “narration of plot” (p. 44). While she narrated her development, it was easy to follow what
happened to Jenna and Leo as they were signing their names to use the iPads. This plot
development would not have been understood by only a snapshot of the finished product; it
needed to be captured as a process. Even Leo who was sitting beside Jenna as she was
composing missed the part where she drew him. Without the recording of the process of
composition and without Jenna’s narration of her composition, there would be little evidence as
to Leo’s existence in Jenna’s composition.
Pennies to ponies: Changing the representations. Jenna’s final example underscored
how children playfully composed, creating representations of meaning that were fluid and would
change based upon the conversation. When she selected the store template, she began composing
pennies. She might have associated a personal experience of using pennies to buy something at a
store. As she interacted with Leo her pennies transitioned into favorite characters from Shopkins
Kids and My Little Pony World. Her marks became much less definitive, instead the meaning
making occurred through the use of color and what she said the colors represented. This finding
was similar to Wohlwend’s (2015) study that noted the complexity involved in what could
appear to be chaos. It exemplified the importance of seeing the composition from the children’s
viewpoint; meaning making is not fixed and can transform according to what is intentionally
communicated.
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Children as Visual Communicators
Children were visual communicators as they composed, and they represented those about
whom they cared the most. There were numerous representations of peers, family, and even pets
and favorite toys. This was similar to other studies that found children to draw about significant
people in their lives (Cox, 1998; Deguara, 2015; Hall, 2010; Machon, 2013). Each focal
participant in this study composed a picture of someone they considered a part of their lives.
Jenna created herself, her peers, and her parents. Although she didn’t want to draw herself, Callie
opted to take a picture of herself and draw on it. Jayden created a dress for his friend, and
Cameron gave us multiple examples of this as he composed pictures of people, objects, and
events about which he cared deeply.
Thomas the Train: Traversing the process of construction. Children created drawings
of meaningful objects such as those found in media. Similar to Deguara’s (2015) findings, I
found Cameron’s selections to be selective, based upon his interests and not necessarily
characterized by gender stereotypical roles. Although Thomas the Train may be marketed to
boys, he also created compositions about his close family connections. In the Thomas the Train,
Cameron began his compositions with perhaps little more than an idea of constructing a frame. It
was not uncommon to see Cameron beginning his compositions by selecting a color and
dragging his finger around the edges of a blank screen.
Peers influence decisions made on screen and paper alike. It was at the beginning of his
composition that Jayden, sitting right beside him, talked about making train tracks everywhere.
Once Cameron completed the frame, he invited his audience to “pretend” that what he had made
was a train track. Once the frame-like structure had been identified as a track, Cameron
proceeded to create an object resembling a train. After drawing a face with a smile and a
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rectangle with a number one, Cameron was just about to announce what he had composed. He
stopped himself, recognizing the missing piece...the train’s wheels. Upon completion of the three
wheels, he said, “Thomas the Train.”
Mommy and baby: Expressing care and excitement. Children composed depictions of
important people in their lives. On several occasions, I noted Cameron to draw about his
expecting mother. Although he had an older brother and a father, it was the other two family
members that seemed to grab his attention the most. Although his composing events were rather
quick compared to others, it did not take away from the significance with which he placed on its
meaning. In her study on children’s drawings, Deguara (2015) found children to draw as a way
to communicate themselves. Cameron showed his excitement through his facial expression and
voice as he made the unseen visible through his depiction of his expecting mom.
Riding the Trolley: Constructing while self-editing. In contrast to Jenna’s examples of
telling her audience of what she decided to change as she composed, Cameron worked silently,
and his self-editing tactics were perhaps slightly less noticeable. As he composed a favorite
memory of riding a trolley at Disney World, he made several changes in the type of marks he
made, their thickness, and their shape. This was seen in other children’s composing practices as
well as their initial marks did not serve to represent what they intended to communicate.
Children as Dramatizers
Children utilized gestures to dramatize their compositions (Dyson, 1986; Wright, 2007).
Similar to Kucirkova et al.’s (2013, 2014) studies that found children’s gestures as one of the
modes central to meaning making, this study found children to use various forms of body
language and gestures in order to symbolize the experience of which they were recalling as they
composed. This study highlighted the value of including the meaning created through children’s
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performances as they participated in composing events. Many studies that focused on the product
of children’s compositions left out the process for the “residue” existing on the page or screen.
Pearson (2001) argued that children’s drawings were a social practice and left only “an
artifactual residue” (p. 348). Thomson (2017, p. 13) made the case that
To appreciate children’s drawing as performative, gestural, wrapped in conversations, as
a social process, adults must be there and accept our role as part of the assemblage
where sense (and nonsense) erupts and veers and twines, revealing layers of complexity
that simply refuse to adhere to the residue of drawing events. We must respect the
primacy of the process through which drawings are made.
It was in this vein that this study highlighted performance and its role in meaning making.
Kee-kee-cutting grapes: Shifting gestures. Children were dramatizers as they
composed. They enacted the very event that they were experiencing in their composition.
Callie’s work supported this statement. She composed a plate of grapes, and as she labeled her
marks as grapes, she clarified that they were not complete as they first must be cut. She held her
index finger above the screen and said “kee-kee-kee-cut” as she pulled her finger towards herself
in a motion of a knife cutting the grape. This motion left no marks on the screen as it would
leave no marks on paper. She then demonstrated this motion but this time with color. She
dragged her finger across the grape, again dramatizing the event of cutting the grapes. As she cut
each grape, she was not simply swiping her finger across the grape, but very intentionally, she
enacted the specific event involved. Wright (2007) called this “enacting and ‘graphiching’ the
[event]” (p. 42).
Once Callie had completed her grape and grape-cutting, she turned her attention to
coloring in the fork and knife on the screen’s template. As she finished this task, she pretended to
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pick up the knife and fork and proceeded to use them to help her cut her grapes. Again, this
embodiment did not appear as marks, but it added to the meaning making nonetheless. Callie
continued using her fork and knife to cut her grapes, and then she used her fork to poke the grape
and place it into her mouth. As she said, “yum, yum, yum,” she was living in the reality of eating
one of her favorite foods. This is similar to what Walsh and Simpson (2014) found as they
investigated the role of touch and gesture in terms of meaning making through digital
technology. They determined gesture as an important communicative tool for children using
digital technology. In addition, Papandreou (2014) postulated that gesture better conveyed the
visual images young children had in mind, and the mode possibly assisted with their markmaking in depicting the image in print.
Children as Experimenters
Children engaged in various experiments as they digitally composed. With an open-ended
activity, children had full freedom and choice, limited only by the tools at their disposal and their
own aspirations. Jayden’s compositions provided substantial evidence that he experimented in
the way he utilized the tools, attempting different type of marks with his fingers and hands and
attempting to blend colors.
Lightning McQueen: Altering representation. At the start of Jayden’s composition, his
sound effects carried the image as he selected the color blue and a thick line indicated by the
marker. His “n-n-n-n-no” sounds resembled a car racing around the blank screen. He filled his
screen blue and continued his motor sounds. Selecting yellow, he began saying “vroom” as
though the car had changed sounds or engines entirely. The sound effects children produce while
drawing have been documented throughout the last few decades, but many times this
documentation is intertwined in the linguistic mode or what children say (Dyson, 1986; van
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Leeuwen, 1998; Wright, 2007). Wright (2007) defined this as children using onomatopoeia and
deciding the best mode to represent meaning, transferring meaning to another form of
communication known as intratextuality. It is important that more is understand about how
children use the aural mode to make meaning. Jayden’s sound effects provided additional layers
of meaning as his sounds related to a race car shifting into higher gears.
Jayden experimented with tools, touch, and sound effects. As Jayden used his finger to
make marks representing a car on a track, he used both his finger, the marks, and his sound
effects to give meaning to his composition. He shifted his pitch as though his car moved into a
higher gear on the track. After about 90 seconds of this action, he told us he was making a race
track. When his peer, Leo, said that it’s on blue paper (observing the current state of the screen’s
representation), Jayden then declared his intention to make Lighting McQueen. For this, he
decided to use the eraser to clear his entire screen. Many other children were observed to begin a
new screen when they shifted their representation, but Jayden was one of the few to experiment
with and utilize all of the tools available in the app.
The rainbow dress: Altering experimentation. In this classroom, the children had
limited exposure to this particular app, and what they discovered about its affordances was
primarily up to them and their sense of exploration. Jayden was one of the very first participants
to identify the camera feature. In just the second week of the study, he created a picture labeled
the “rainbow dress.” He selected this tool and took a picture of one of his peers signing her name
at the iPad center. As he announced he was coloring his friend, he began selecting colors down
the color palette in order from left to right. This was similar to how he created a rainbow in the
first week of the study. In this way, he experimented with a new tool of the app and utilized a
familiar pattern, resulting in a rainbow dress for his friend.
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Eating berries: Altering modes. Children dramatized their compositions with their
peers. Recalling Thompson’s (2017) assertion that children’s drawings are a social process, and
it is important to notice what happens in the exchange between those involved (teacher, peer,
drawing, etc.); I would like to draw attention to Jayden’s shift in modes as he copied his friend,
Callie. Typically utilizing the aural mode, he shifted towards the gestural mode, influenced by
his peer’s compositional decisions.
Coming from a social semiotic perspective (Kress, 1997), I agree with Mavers (2011)
when she acknowledged that signs were agentively made and the process of making signs
involved connecting form in meaning. Along with Deguara (2015), I also see the point made by
Mavers (2011) that this activity was not mindless but intensely purposeful. Ranker (2014) found
children’s social interactions as foundational to their compositions, and similarly, I found this the
case in how children decided upon what to construct and how to engage in their composing
events.
I found that children copied ideas, forms, and modes of expression. In this instance,
Jayden copied the idea of his peer, Callie, but in doing so, he created meaning specific to
himself. For instance, although Jayden utilized the same favorite food template Callie had, he
constructed berries and not grapes on his plate. He purposed red for a strawberry, blue for a
blueberry, and purple for a raspberry. Instead of coloring his fork and knife, he purposed only the
fork. He stabbed the fruit with his fork before popping the fruit into his mouth as he made a
gulping sound. In this act of copying, the result was, “a graphic artefact, marked [Jayden’s]
particular interest and personal significance” (Deguara, 2015, p. 366). In addition, I agree with
Thompson’s (2002) point made on the importance of this communicative practice, when she
said, “Copying another child’s drawing seems to be considered the highest form of flattery,
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accepted as a legitimate way of entering an activity in progress and declaring common cause
with another child” (p. 135).
Social Semiotics at Work in Composing Events
From a social semiotic perspective, children are sign-makers who forge and orchestrate
semiotic resources to best meet what they want to communicate. The resources identified in this
study were some of the modes by which children communicated: linguistic, visual, gestural, and
aural. Each focal participant provided an example of when one of these modes were considered
the preferred mode. Although children used a variety of modes with which to communicate, at
times, they deemed best the affordances available through one specific mode. In addition,
children’s decision points revealed how children used additional modes in order to share their
meaning with others.
On the Screen
The linguistic mode was perhaps the primary utilized in children’s composing practices.
Often, children explained what they were composing and utilized the linguistic mode particularly
when others were inquiring about what they represented. Jenna provided numerous examples as
she explained what she was creating as she was doing so. When others would ask for
clarification on something she created, she first utilized the linguistic mode to share the meaning
before opting for other modes of communication. While explaining how she tied the bow in her
depiction of herself attending ballet class, she began by verbally explaining how she tied the bow
before using gesture and touch to demonstrate her actions.
In the visual mode, children created meaning through the visuals they produced. In the
recording feature of the compositions, the process of children’s visual communication became
even clearer. It allowed for the opportunity to review the meaning making inherent in the

166

composition before significant alterations took place. For instance, Jenna’s depiction of herself
and her friend were established before the significant alteration of the incredible storm took
place. In another example, Jayden’s race track play seemed to be the inspiration for his
development of Lightning McQueen. Cameron’s suggestion to pretend his frame was a railroad
track led to his creation of Thomas the Train.
In the Mommy and Baby example, Cameron allowed his picture to speak for itself as his
‘voice’ was found in the graphic domain (Wright, 2007). He orchestrated the visual mode to
share his message. He utilized a familiar construction process to shape his mom and baby. He
was quick about his decisions, purposefully deciding upon the lines to form a body. First, he
formed the head and face, and then the sides and legs. Last, he formed the arms. Inside the
abdomen, he filled in a circle. When his composition was complete, he said, “I have a baby.”
When a friend asked for the location of the baby, Cameron pointed at the filled-in circle to
confirm the location.
Off the Screen
The modes occurring off the screen were more challenging to record and interpret. The
gestural mode and the aural mode were used throughout children’s composing events, and their
use enhanced children’s meaning making expressions. The gestural mode illustrated the
importance of attending to the ways children compose off the screen. Although gestures are more
challenging to observe and record, they are important modes with which children communicate.
Callie’s playful approach to eating her favorite fruit, using the knife and fork to cut, spear, and
eat the grapes was a key example of how these gestures incorporated into the composing event
enhanced the meaningfulness of the experience. This is similar to what Walsh and Simpson
(2014) found as they investigated the role of touch and gesture in terms of meaning making
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through digital technology. They determined gesture as an important communicative tool for
children using digital technology. In addition, Papandreou (2014) postulated that gesture better
conveyed the visual images young children had in mind, and the mode possibly assisted with
their mark-making in depicting the image in print.
Lastly, the aural mode provided additional emphasis for what Jayden composed. As noted
in the findings, Jayden’s vocal expressions adjusted with the development of his composition. He
utilized the aural mode to give life to the things he created, especially in the development of
Lightning McQueen. Although many researchers have documented that children produce sound
effects as they compose (Flewitt, 2012; Wohlewend, 2015), there is little understanding of how
these sound effects incorporated into children’s composition enhance meaning.
Decision Points Involved in Intentional Meaning Making
Utilizing a social semiotics and multimodality framework as a basis for this study
brought out the importance of noting children’s intentional meaning making as they composed.
As children composed, they sought multiple ways in which to share their meaning with others.
They began making meaning through their marks and many times, they utilized another mode to
share this meaning with those around them.
In self-editing, Jenna created ballet slipper laces with her marks. When I asked about her
picture, she used gesture to point towards herself as she explained, “That’s me at ballet class, and
I tied the bow.” She used gesture again to demonstrate tying the bow in front of her. When I
asked about the red marks, she intentionally selected purple as she modeled tying the bow while
touching the screen. In this small example, Jenna used several modes to communicate: linguistic,
gestural, and visual (color). The interactions she had with myself in this example altered her
work as she attempted to share her meaning with me.
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In other examples, Jenna shared her meaning making with her peers. When she tested her
ideas out with a peer in her “I’m Making Me” depiction, she began sharing what she was making
but changed when her marks did not match what she described. She lifted her hands to cover her
mouth as she giggled and simply stated, “That’s what I did.” When she altered the composition
with the storm, she created swirling marks as she made a “whooshing” sound with her mouth. By
creating sound effects, she added meaning to her marks for her peer beside her. She further
demonstrated her attention to sharing meaning with her peers as she engaged in compositional
play where the act of play took priority. She replied to my request of making circles by saying, “I
make crazy-looking circles.” Her peer did not question her representation, and since she was
sharing meaning with the peer, she did not seek additional modes to share this meaning with the
adult.
Cameron demonstrated his ability to communicate with others what he composed through
his ability to invite others to engage in pretend. He used gesture in addition to his invitation of
pretend as he asked his peer to pretend the frame represented a train track. As he continued to
use visual communication as his main mode of communication, he paused near the end as he was
about to announce Thomas saying, “Look, I made...not yet.” Seeing a gap existing in his
intentional meaning making, he quickly three small circles to represent wheels before he
completed his depiction of Thomas the Train.
In his second portrait where he revealed how children silently self-edit, it was interesting
how the lack of additional modes exposed miscommunication. When Jenna asked, “Is that a
man,” she did not use gesture to indicate for what “that” represented. In response to the
ambiguous question, Cameron replies, “No, that’s a trolley,” as he deepens a circle on the back
of the trolley. This contrasted with his last example of Mommy and Baby as he used gesture and
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touch to show Jayden where the Baby was in his composition. He repeated, “Baby, baby, baby as
he first pointed to his Mom’s abdomen and then touched the screen multiple times to reinforce
his communication.
At times, children utilized multiple modes to reinforce what they composed. In Callie’s
depiction of eating grapes, she used the linguistic mode as she described what she was
composing. She later added sound effects as she cut through each of her grapes. Along with these
sound effects, she selected a different color to distinguish these cuts. The color acted as an
additional mode of communication. Lastly, she utilized gesture to demonstrate how she would
cut and eat the grapes as she role played her lived experience.
Jayden’s work in Lightning McQueen demonstrated the importance of touch and the
aural mode. He utilized touch and the aural mode to represent how fast his car was moving
around a race track in the first part of his composition. He later applied similar sounds as he
constructed Lightning McQueen. When others asked him about parts of his composition, he
typically explained with words and gesture (ie., pointing). For instance, he used touch to increase
his marks on the fire as he explained to his peer how hot the fire was. His touch represented the
intense heat of the fire coming from Lightning McQueen’s tail pipe area. Near the end of his
composition, his facial expression shows the intensity of how fast he is driving his racecar. In his
last composition on creating a rainbow dress, Jayden used the linguistic mode to communicate
what he was making. He tilted the iPad away from himself and towards the peer for whom he
was making the rainbow dress. When Leo notices the marks are not on Ali, he mentions this to
Jayden. Jayden responds by creating new marks on Ali.
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Implications for Early Childhood Education
When young children compose, they express meaning in the marks they make, the words
they say, the sounds the produce, and the gestures they use. Their compositions are influenced by
their lived experiences, their peers, and their purposes. Although traditional modes of talking
while drawing (narrating) and mark-making are more prominent as they are “on the screen” and
easier to capture, there is great opportunity to value and record the behaviors occurring off the
screen.
Children need to compose together. When they collaborate, they more richly engage in
the composing event. They copy ideas and modes to enhance their own meaning making. They
share inspiring moments from the classroom, from their home lives, and common experiences.
Children decide on how to respond to their friends’ suggestions. They follow these suggestions,
build off of ideas, and sometimes they fully decline the peer advice. Most importantly, they share
in a play experience with each other.
Children’s compositional areas should not be only silent but have the opportunity to be
very interactive. As children compose, they at times represent lived experiences. They express
excitement and energy as they interact with each other and what they have made. These
compositional areas should also offer opportunity for children to dramatize their work. They
need spaces where they can enact what they are experiencing as they compose, and they could
record these experiences in another way. For instance, Callie and Jayden both enjoyed the
experience of creating their favorite foods and engaging in pretend play. One way to extend this
experience is by offering the physical items they depicted along with a digital camera or video
recorder.
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Early childhood educators need to be familiar with the multiple ways in which children
communicate. They need to be instructed in how to observe children’s multimodal composing
practices. Many times, pre-service teachers will believe literacy relates to the process of learning
to read and write, and they tend to value print over other forms of communication. One way to
value this communication is by documenting and assessing children’s multimodal meaning
making. For instance, capturing and detailing how children communicate through their gestures
along with other modes used helps educators and parents see the importance of the inherent
meaning. Educators need to be aware of children's multimodal manners of communication,
particularly as it concerns how they assess children's literacy development. Children are going to
be in various places of development, and it's important to note these various modes in order to
better support children's growth and development.
These forms of communication are best captured in real-time. Early childhood educators
need to capture the meaning making within the composing event and not after. This is
particularly true for younger children who very much live in the moment and make meaning
through their actions. They are less inclined to provide you with their interpretation after the fact.
With the advancement of recording tools available, it is necessary that educators understand how
to select the best tools for children to make meaning and for that meaning to be share with
others, even after the composing event has ended. Educators need to utilize tools that can capture
children's compositional processes. Children and teachers alike are able to reflect on their
compositional decisions and share in meaning making--even with significant changes in the
storyline.
Children play with various forms of expression, and educators must have a diverse
perspective of interpretation. When Jenna was playing along with Leo, creating ponies of all
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different colors, she intentionally used a specific color to represent the pony. She did not need to
create a pony that “looked” like a pony in this composing event since she was composing for her
own amusement and sharing it with a friend who was creating similar representations. Children's
meaning making takes various forms, and at times the form they take may appear to adults as
messy. However, if we begin with the premise that children are intentional in how they make
meaning, our view shifts to identify the decisions they make for the purposes in which they
communicate.
Children’s compositional events should be considered in light of their process to note the
various alterations involved. These alterations revealed the slippery nature of meaning making.
Although some compositions began with a distinct purpose and the end result reflected what was
sought, many times the original idea morphed into other ideas the children decided to express at
the time. In addition, these decisions were heavily influenced by children’s immediate
surroundings, their peers, their tools and materials available, and their purpose of creation. Even
when the idea appeared to stay consistent, the multiple modes associated with the construction
enhanced the meaning making and provided greater opportunity to understand the things most
important to children. The alterations also revealed children’s intentionality in their meaning
making.
Educators need to be in the know of children’s cultural framework and experiences. In
this study, I needed to research a number of things the children were talking about simply
because I did not share the same language. For instance, the children had greater understanding
of superheroes, little ponies, and even Thomas the Train than I did. They shared this
understanding with each other, and it’s up to educators to be in the know of what children enjoy,
what they bring into their play, and their meaning making.
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Potential Future Research
A follow-up study that involves exploring children’s home and school-based digital
composing practices, including video-elicit interviews with teachers and parents/caregivers could
provide greater understanding of the multimodal nature of children’s composing practices. Such
a study could provide greater understanding in terms of the significance of children’s
representations and multimodal communication.
Children often engaged in multiple means of expression as they composed. In describing
children’s multimodal texts, Wright (2010) asserted that these texts became “‘anchored’ in the
various features of art elements, onomatopoeia, expressive vocalisms and dramatization” (p. 54).
In making sense of children’s meaning making as they composed, it was absolutely necessary to
capture children’s multiple modes of communication in real time. Additional studies involving
real-time multimodal analysis will help illuminate how children utilize multiple modes in
expression.
Lastly, additional studies that focus on how additional modes such as gaze and stance
support young children’s meaning making through compositional expressions will offer
additional insight to the value of attending to these modes. This may help inform educators in
how to better record and interpret these modes of expression, resulting in improved scaffolding.
Conclusion
This study explored young children’s multimodal meaning making as they composed
with an app. Framing this study with social semiotics and multimodality offered the opportunity
to explore children’s meaning making at an in-depth level, highlighting the importance of noting
the alterations involved in children’s compositions as well as their multiple ways of
communicating in their compositional events. In describing children as narrators, visual

174

communicators, dramatizers, and experimenters, the exploration of composing practices
highlighted the key in carefully attending to children’s ways of self-edit, interacting with peers,
and their intentionality demonstrated by what they composed. As children sought to make
meaning with each other, they utilized additional modes in order to share in this meaning.
Educators need to value these multiple forms of communication to best support children’s
development. In addition, they need to seek digital tools that provide children with ease of use in
composing as well as offer the opportunity to record children’s various modes.
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Appendix A
Observational Fieldnotes Example
3/28/17
I arrived around 9:45 to the classroom. As I entered the room, I caught the PST’s eye as she was
conducting phase 3 in the classroom of the mail project. The class had invited another classroom
to explore their mailbox and write letters. I began setting up my video equipment as children said
“hello” to me.
Child 7 and 10 were in the first group. They asked about the one app and I mentioned that I
wanted to see how they write and draw with the app.
10: The pencil is following where my fingers are going. He notes the marks on the page
correspond with his sense of touch.
At the beginning of his page, he is drawing his grandma’s dog. When asked the dog’s name, he
says it’s his grandma’s.
That’s an oval, as he presses his forefinger to his lips. With his hand on his friend’s head turning
the head, he says “Jayden” that’s how you make an oval. “This is how you make an oval” he
presents the completed picture of the circular markings on his page (multiple colors).
When he talks about covering the oval, he laughs and smiles.
Soon, he is drawing when asked a villain, electro who is green and yellow. When he repeats the
word green, he notices he has not used that color and adds it in.
7: Taking pictures of friends and then drawing on friend. When 10 said he made an oval, 7 asked
if he could show him how to do it. He doodles some more, saying he’s covering Batman. Lots of
laughter...is that an evil laugh? He plays off of friend. I’m covering the oval, Batman (responding
to Spiderman). The iPad rocks back and forth on the stand. I’m covering it all blue. He has taken
a picture of the table
Did you take a picture of that? Why? Because that’s a picture of Aaron.
Something I found very interesting at the end of his session: he carefully draws two circles a few
inches from each other and then outlines a car after a brief pause...as though he is thinking about
the shape. He says he’s making Lightning McQueen, smiling, he begins making growling sounds
that correspond with the car he has called a zoom car. He draws a square at the end of the car,
saying it makes the wind. My impression is he talking about the tail that steadies the car by
184

offering the appropriate wind resistance. This is the second time I have observed him drawing
Lightning McQueen. The amount of time he took and the details he added makes me think this is
of significance. When a child comes to talk to him, asking about where Mater is, he insists that
his picture does not need Mater.
The way they marked heavily on their iPads stands out to me. They were striking it hard as
though it would change the results. They were moving in and out. 7 twisted his screen around to
show a friend.
6: The next group consisted of 3 and 6.
6 comments, I made Mater. He said I’m drawing the table blue. When asked to draw or write
something, he carefully outlines a person’s shape. He has made his mom several times, but I do
not ask. He enjoys watching his video unfold. As he watches the little mark he makes at the
beginning to test that it is working, he mentions that that’s his mommy’s bag. Although I am
most assured he did not intend for it to be the bag, it made logical sense to include it as a part of
his final drawing.
Third group (10 min)
2: “That’s it!”- exclamation of finishing the spider web. (Is it a spider web or is that what her
first thought was as she answered my question when she looked at her marks. What if she is just
exploring the marks? Does she have to be drawing anything for it to hold meaning? Does
meaning come from what she declares?) She said she was going to draw something that J was
excited about...the prompt. It’s a painting! (Does a painting have to be about something?) She
seemed to change her answer to spider web, but why couldn’t she just answer “painting”
She talks about a red storm in the sky “that’s what happening”, she explains. My storm is about
to start! When watching her video she notes the little dots and says that those are her raindrops.
The raindrops are starting.
4: I’m making a spider web. -Is this a copy of her friend? She has shared composing ideas with
friends before.
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Appendix B
Parent Consent Form
Study ID:Ame1_Pro00028726 Date Approved: 6/17/2018

Parental Permission for Children to Participate in Research Involving Minimal Risk
Information for parents to consider before allowing your child to take part in this research study
Pro #

00028726

The following information is being presented to help you and your child decide whether or not your
child wishes to be a part of a research study. Please read this information carefully. If you have any
questions or if you do not understand the information, we encourage you to ask the researcher.
We are asking you to allow your child to take part in a research study called:
Exploring Young Children’s Digital Composing Practices: A Qualitative Case Study
The person who is in charge of this research study is Megan Cross. This person is called the Principal
Investigator. However, other research staff may be involved and can act on behalf of the person in
charge. She is being guided in this research by Dr. Jolyn Blank.
The research will be conducted at USF Preschool for Creative Learning.

Purpose of study:
The purpose of this study is to explore the ways in which students digitally compose (write and draw)
using a suite of storymaking apps. The study will include observations and video recordings of your
child working with the digital composing apps on an iPad, along with work samples. In the course of
taping, with your permission, your child may appear on the video recordings. If you choose not to give
your permission, then your child will still participate in the classroom instruction as usual. S/He will just
be seated out of camera range.
The video recordings and screenshots/still video footage will be used for the purposes of the research
and for improving classroom instruction with technology tools, this includes the dissertation and future
publications. The video recordings and screenshots/still video footage also may be shared at national or
international professional conferences. The recordings will not appear on the Internet or in other public
settings. Any samples of student work that are collected for this study will not contain the student’s last
name.

Why is your child being asked to take part?
We are asking your child to take part in this research study because we want to find out about how
young children compose (draw and write) using a composing app on an iPad.
Social Behavioral

Version #2 5/3/18
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